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Abstract 
The purpose of this study was to understand the experiences of school leaders and community 
partners with arts education in three K-12 urban public school districts in Northern New Jersey 
that have implemented and sustained arts education programs. This narrative study explored each 
participant's journey, how the arts first came into their lives, and what they have done in their 
careers to promote arts education in urban schools. Commonalities include advocacy, funding, 
exposure, learning equality, value, and emotion. The participants in this study shed light on their 
successes and challenges with advocacy. They also shared their leadership path and the value the 
arts have on student learning. Another common thread among the favorable 14 participants is the 
arts' connection to diversity and inclusion work. Resulting from data analysis are the following 
six main themes that speak to the research questions posed for this study: (a) Advocacy for Arts 
Education in Urban Schools, (b) The Pathways to Leadership, (c) Constraints and Obstacles, (d) 
Curriculum and Learning, (e) Value and Potential of Arts Education, and (f) Arts for Social 
Justice. The narrative design was utilized through the lived stories and experiences of the 14 
participants who have been trailblazers and champions of arts education in their respective 
school communities. In addition to filling a gap in the research body, this study provides in-depth 
recommendations on how arts advocates can implement, sustain, and retain arts education 
programs in their schools and districts. 
 Keywords: arts education, advocacy, funding, exposure, learning equality, value, emotion  
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Chapter 1: Introduction  
“Inside each of us is a natural-born storyteller, waiting to be released.” 
 
-Robin Moore, author 
Background of Study 
Despite the benefits of arts education, urban principals are frequently reducing arts 
programming due to decreased budgets and high stakes testing in the United States. 
Unfortunately, schools are choosing to ignore the impact the arts have on student learning. 
Ramos and Baugher (2013) indicated that during the Great Recession of 2007 to 2009, U.S. state 
and local government sectors were forced to fill budget gaps by decreasing their funding 
expenditures in arts education programming. The same research also shows in a Harris Poll 
conducted in 2005 among 90 participants that the arts are considered vital to a well-rounded 
education for all students and 9 in 10 parents of school-age children opposed budget cutbacks on 
arts education programs. Lackey and Huxhold (2016) suggested that equitable funding is 
essential if there is going to be a long-term commitment to providing students with a strong 
educational foundation. Securing and sustaining funding for arts education in public schools 
continues to be a challenge. 
The National Common Core Standards have created barriers for arts education programs 
to be fully utilized in urban public schools across the United States. Zhao (2014) suggested that 
given the demonstrated success arts education has on student learning, urban school districts are 
feeling the pressures of the Common Core reform. In school districts around the country, schools 
are losing arts programs. Shaw (2018) implied that due to the mandated standardized testing, 
limited time during the school day, and lack of funding the arts are not being taught as much as 
they could be in schools. Although arts education is mentioned in the Common Core Standards, 
urban public-school administrators feel pressured to allocate the majority of funding to Common 
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Core subjects and programming. Similar to No Child Left Behind, Common Core State 
Standards (CCSS) is a state-wide program that focuses on the skills needed for students to 
succeed in higher education and future career choices. Currently, 41 states have adopted the 
common core standards, which do not include arts education as a primary focus of study. The 
subjects including math and language arts that are high priority subjects that require standardized 
testing (Wexler, 2014a, 2014b). Spohn (2008) asserted the emphasis on math, reading, and 
science is forcing schools with limited resources to take away arts education programs. 
Arts Education Under Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) 
In December 2015, President Obama implemented a new law called Every Student 
Succeeds Act (ESSA). This law which was updated under the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act replaces No Child Left Behind (NCLB). Under ESSA, one of the first references 
to arts education suggests that equitable funding resources be allotted to music and arts programs 
through Titles 1, 2, 4, and 7 money. Williams (2013) stated, “ESSA sounds an urgent call to 
build the capacity of district and school leaders who are prepared to improve outcomes for 
historically marginalized students” (p. 49). One of the objectives of ESSA is to provide an 
equitable education for all students including students in historically marginalized school 
districts. ESSA more specifically outlines music as a core subject. Music being recognized as a 
core subject is a move in the right direction. However, there are other art forms such as visual 
art, theater, and dance that are presently still not viewed as core subjects and as a result may not 
receive equitable funding. There are “certain elements of the arts that have always have been and 
always will be difficult to quantify, and therefore may not be taught or assessed like other 
subjects” (Branscome & Robinson, 2017, p. 4). This suggests that even with the implementation 
of ESSA, each state has the flexibility on how they are going to allocate the funding for arts 
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education. According to Dennis (2016), “ESSA has an opportunity, with the support of states and 
school districts, to match the intent with practice, to support teachers in providing students with a 
quality education” (p. 398). Many urban districts are still not receiving equitable funding to 
provide and sustain a well-rounded arts education program. 
Statement of the Problem 
Existing research substantiates the cognitive and social-emotional benefits of arts 
education (Brouillette, 2010; Lackey & Huxhold, 2016). However, urban school leaders face 
challenges in implementing and utilizing available funding mechanisms, while also not adding to 
the immediate pressure of high-stakes testing and shrinking budgets (Fernandez-Gaztambide et 
al., 2016; Ingraham & Nuttall, 2016; Lackey & Huxhold, 2016; Leech & Fulton, 2008). Urban 
school leaders frequently reduce arts programming due to the immediate pressures of national 
standards (Hartle et al., 2015). Tutt (2014) noted that a reduction in arts education programs 
occurs due to several years of budget cuts and state budget limits. Spohn (2008) claimed that 
reducing music (and arts) curricula due to pressures of mandated testing sends the message to 
students that language arts and math are more important than music and art.  
While music is recognized as a core subject, there are other art forms such as visual art, 
theater, and dance that are still not viewed as core subjects and as a result may not receive 
equitable funding. Zhao (2014) explored the successes of arts education for students and states 
that the significant financial strain on urban leaders coupled with a common core reform often 
results in inadequate funding. Even with the implementation of ESSA, each state has flexibility 
with regard to allocating funding for arts education. Williams (2013) referred to the 2015 Every 
Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) and claims that it conveys an “urgent call to build the capacity of 
district and school leaders who are prepared to improve outcomes for historically marginalized 
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students” (p. 49). Branscome and Robinson (2017) suggested there are certain elements of the 
arts that have been difficult to measure, and therefore may not be assessed or taught like other 
content areas. Currently, there are not state exams that measure students’ artistic ability, so 
therefore public schools have a tendency to allocate funding to the content areas that have 
mandated testing. Dennis (2016) claimed that ESSA can provide states with the necessary 
resources and support in assuring that every child receives a quality and equitable education.  
I concur with Branscome and Robinson (2017) who stated:  
By including art in our mainstream schools; we are engaging students in a meaningful 
conversation using artful language that everyone can understand. In life, individuals 
encounter the same kind of diverse thoughts, perspectives, and attitudes on a much larger 
scale that are intertwined with our interpersonal skills. Artful thinking is necessary for 
students to have a well-rounded education. (p. 4) 
Arts education allows teachers to use a lens of creativity to view and articulate cross-curricular 
connections across the variety of content areas. Brouillette (2010) attributed the benefits of arts 
education to the social-emotional development of urban public-school students. Brouillette’s 
(2010) study revealed the implementation of an arts curriculum leads to strong academic 
achievement as well as the enhancement of the student’s healthy social-emotional development: 
“Arts integration activities can help students to understand academics through creative examples 
better when there wasn't a clear understanding using traditional measures“ (p. 16). The benefits 
of a full-time art education curriculum enhance a student's creativity and inspire them to open up 
to other avenues of learning. In other words, arts education not only enhances the social and 
emotional development of students, but it also contributes to students’ academic achievement. 
Lackey and Huxhold (2016) reinforced this argument by stating that exposure to arts education 
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helps students with their classroom engagement and learning, as well as their ability to express 
their feelings. 
Thus, the problem persists for many urban school leaders faced with the challenge of 
making the right choices when it comes to the distribution of available resources to fund various 
programs, specifically arts education. A further and deeper exploration of the benefits of arts 
education and ways in which urban school leaders can reinforce its implementation in the public-
school curricula can be warranted.  
Research Purpose and Questions 
The purpose of this study was to understand the experiences of school leaders and 
community partners with arts education in three K-12 urban public schools in Northern New 
Jersey that have implemented and sustained arts education programs.  
Research questions that guided this study are: 
RQ1: What are the pathways of urban school leaders and community partners to their 
support for arts education in K-12 public schools in Northern New Jersey? 
RQ2: What are the challenges, if any, they face when implementing arts education 
programs in K-12 public schools in Northern New Jersey? 
RQ3: What are the successes, if any, they have when implementing arts education 
programs in K-12 public schools in Northern New Jersey?  
Positionality Statement: My Story 
My first exposure to dance was at the age of three. My mother, a former ballet dancer, 
thought it would be nice for me to take a dance class to see if I had a passion for the art form as 
much as she did. Being registered for my first ballet class at Dance Spectrums in East Windsor, 
New Jersey was the beginning of my dance journey. This journey would ultimately lead to me 
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writing my dissertation on advocacy for arts education. I remembered being shy on the first day 
of class and standing in the back of the class. Performing combinations to classical music was 
fun for me, and to this day, classical music is one of my favorite types of music. Learning the 
critical fundamentals of dance, such as the five positions of ballet, turnout, alignment, barre, 
adagio, allegro, arabesque, battement tendu, and changements, was exciting to me. I knew at that 
time dance was going to be part of my life for a long time. As the years went on, I started 
branching out and learning other genres such as tap, modern, hip-hop, lyrical, musical theater, 
jazz, Latin dance, and creative movement. Performing in dance recitals and talent shows was 
always a highlight, and my parents and other family members looked forward to attending 
performances.  
Moving to Pennsylvania 
At the age of 12, my family moved from New Jersey to Pennsylvania. Leaving Dance 
Spectrums was hard for me because it served as my dance family for many years. My teachers 
there were all well-known artists who had both professional ballet and Broadway careers. My 
parents assured me that finding a new dance studio would be a “top” priority. One of my 
mother's good friends recommended that we look into “Kay’s Act Two” which was a well-
known studio in Bensalem, PA. I decided to observe a ballet and tap class and remember being 
impressed with the technique. Not only were the instructors teaching proper technique, but the 
students were also learning the definitions and theory behind each genre of study. I knew after 
the class observations that I had found my new dance home. Ms. Kay encouraged me to audition 
for the junior dance company after she had a chance to observe me multiple times in class. She 
told me that I was talented and taking company classes would allow me to hone my technique. 
Auditioning for the company and training six days out of the week helped me strengthen my 
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technique as an aspiring professional dancer. Two years later, I eventually made the senior 
company and started to prepare for my college auditions where I was pursuing a Bachelor of 
Fine Arts degree in dance. 
My Educational Journey 
I always had a passion for learning and enjoyed most of the content areas (except math). 
Exposure to dance helped me to view my schooling from a variety of creative lenses. Learning 
diverse perspectives helped me appreciate the importance of receiving a well-rounded education 
that included theater arts, music, visual art, and woodshop, as well as all the academic 
disciplines. Exposure to a quality education prepared me with the skills needed to enter college 
as a dance major. My acceptance into Temple University was one of my biggest achievements. 
At the time, Temple University was ranked third in the country for modern and contemporary 
dance. During my time at Temple University, I worked hard to enhance my skills so I would be 
prepared for a professional dance career.  
My first opportunity to dance professionally came during my sophomore year of college. 
I was asked to perform with a local dance company called Persona Zenobia Dance Ensemble. 
Persona Zenobia specialized in both modern and West African Dance. The founder of the 
company had attended one of my dance concerts at Temple and asked me if I would perform 
with the company. The company only traveled within the Philadelphia tri-state area, which 
allowed me to juggle my studies and company schedule. 
Professional Dance Experience 
After two years of performing with Persona Zenobia Dance Ensemble, I was afforded the 
opportunity to perform with Latin Fiesta. Latin Fiesta specialized in salsa dance and the 
Flamenco. Since I was trained in salsa dance, I was asked if I would be interested in becoming a 
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company member. I was a member of the company for a full year before my next professional 
opportunity came. At the time, it was spring of 1999, and I was getting ready to graduate from 
Temple University. I was teaching dance part-time at a local studio called Philly Total Fitness 
and Dance in Germantown, PA. On this particular May afternoon, I was teaching a jazz class 
when I was approached by Kathy Sledge from the internationally acclaimed singing group Sister 
Sledge. She happened to be a member of Philly Total Fitness and enjoyed observing my jazz 
class. She explained she and her sisters needed a dancer for their reunion tour and wanted to 
know if I would be interested. I was thrilled to have this opportunity and knew it was a blessing 
to have had all these professional experiences at such an early part of my professional career. I 
spent two years performing with Sister Sledge and then received a “calling“ to go into teaching 
full-time. Teaching children was a passion of mine, and I had years of experience instructing 
children at local dance studios. Using the gifts that God had given me to work with young people 
of all ages was the next step in my professional journey. 
The Personal and the Political 
I have seen firsthand that the arts budget was decreased substantially and had an impact 
on student learning. When I worked for the New York City Board of Education from 2000 to 
2002, I taught dance at several schools. However, none of them had enough funding to have a 
full-time arts-integrated curriculum. Due to the lack of financing for the arts programs, my 
contract only allowed me to teach dance at each school once a week. Even though the students 
had the opportunity to learn dance once a week, it was not enough time for them to fully take 
advantage of the benefits that arts education can have on the overall learning experience. The 
benefits of a full-time arts curriculum can enhance a student's creativity and inspire them to open 
up to other avenues of learning. 
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Another personal example of how arts-integrated programs are losing funding is when I 
was employed at the Langston Hughes elementary school in Brooklyn, NY. The dance program 
received funding through a program called Project Arts, which allowed inner-city schools to 
have arts-integrated programs. However, due to the demand of NCLB, the funding for Project 
Arts was diminished, and funding was only granted to academic programs that were going to 
help students prepare for the mandated standardized tests. I remember the students and 
administration feeling that the drastic cut to the arts programs was a disservice to the school 
community. I have found that the urban schools I have worked in had very limited resources for 
arts-integration. Often, I was the only arts instructor due to the limited funding. The majority of 
the schools where I taught dance required me to teach additional subjects such as English as a 
Second Language, computer keyboarding, physical education, health, language arts, and math. 
Unfortunately, the funding for dance was not enough for me to teach dance full-time. As a result, 
I had to be knowledgeable in other subject areas to maintain a full-time teaching position. 
In 2001, I decided to apply to graduate school. My goal was to receive a Master of Arts 
degree with a concentration in Educational Administration. I was elated when I was accepted 
into New York University's Steinhardt School of Education. My professional experiences with 
decreased funding in urban school districts led me to go back to school to pursue my Master's 
degree. I have always been an advocate for arts education, so furthering my education so I can 
have the skills to continue to advocate for arts education has been my life journey. Graduating 
from New York University in 2003 was a significant accomplishment; however, I knew my 
training was not done. After the completion of my graduate program at NYU, I taught for 14 
years both in the public and private sector before I decided to apply to doctoral programs. I was 
accepted into Abilene Christian University's doctoral program in the spring of 2017. I knew that 
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God wanted me to attend a faith-based school and the doctoral program would prepare me for 
future professional opportunities. As I officially started my dissertation process, I decided to 
concentrate on a narrative study that focuses on arts education advocacy. Continuing to be a 
beacon and advocate for arts education is a calling that God has put in my path. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
“We are all storytellers. We all live in a network of stories. There isn’t a stronger connection 
between people than storytelling.” 
-Jimmy Neil Smith, Director of the International Storytelling Center 
This study focused on the ways in which urban school leaders, along with community 
partners, supported arts education in K-12 school curricular during the era of high-stakes testing 
and decreased funding. For the purpose of this study, the review of literature focused on the 
following interrelated themes: (a) An Overview of Federal Regulations Pertaining to Arts 
Education, (b) Funding Arts Education, (c) The Power and Benefits of Arts Education, (d) 
School Leadership and Arts Education, and (e) Theoretical Perspectives on Arts Education and 
Advocacy. What follows is the discussion and analysis of these themes and their relevance to this 
study. 
Overview of Federal Regulations Pertaining to Arts Education 
The Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 
The Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA) was initially passed as 
part of President Johnson’s administration’s War on Poverty campaign. The goal of the law was 
to improve educational equity for scholars that came from low socio-economic families by 
providing federal monies to school districts serving underprivileged students. Usually, these 
school districts receive less state and local money than those serving students from high 
socioeconomic communities (Fernandez-Gaztambide et al., 2016). This occurs due to local 
property taxes, which is one of the primary funding sources for school districts. The ESEA was 
the largest source of federal expenses for elementary and secondary education. However, states 
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and districts must show they are meeting the educational needs of the students they are serving 
(Ludwig et al., 2017). 
ESEA, Federal Education, and Accountability 
In the past, before the federal government required annual testing for every student in 
order to receive ESEA money, there was not enough data to determine how students were 
learning on a state and national level. States were able to examine average scores and presumed 
every student was receiving a solid education. Kos (2018) asserted that requiring yearly testing 
for each student made it possible to examine how students were performing on a yearly basis. 
This form of reporting communicated that African Americans, Latinos, Native Americans, 
English-language learners, and students with various disabilities were being excluded because 
school districts were not held accountable for their student’s progress and growth (Kos, 2018). 
Federal requirements and expectations in ESEA provide clear control on districts and states to 
make sure all students, regardless of socio-economic status, are supported (see Figure 1). 
Sampson and Horsford (2017) asserted that after an era of educational neglect, this law has been 
revamped over the years to help states meet their goals to protect the educational welfare of all 
students. 
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Figure 1 
Timeline of ESEA, NCLB and ESSA 
 
NCLB and Arts Education 
Since No Child Left Behind (NCLB) was implemented in 2001, reports show the arts are 
not being fully utilized due to the pressure for schools to focus on math and reading initiatives. 
Shaw (2018) implied that due to the mandated standardized testing, limited time during the 
school day, and lack of funding, the arts are not being taught as much as they could be in 
schools. Although arts education is mentioned in the common core standards, urban public-
school administrators feel pressured to allocate the majority of funding to common core subjects 
and programming. Thomas (2017) stated “Art was named a core academic subject but there was 
no mention of art in Title 3 requirements, outlining educational expectations for students” (p. 
230). Similar to NCLB, Common Core State Standards (CCSS) is a state-wide program that 
focuses on the skills needed for students to succeed in higher education and future career 
choices. 
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Currently, 41 states have adopted the common core standards, which do not include arts 
education as a primary focus of study. The subjects, Math and Language Arts, are a high priority 
and require standardized testing (Wexler, 2014a, 2014b). Spohn (2008) stated the emphasis on 
math, reading, and science is forcing schools with limited resources to take away arts education 
programs. Sampson and Horsford (2017) stated that NCLB was “deeply flawed and failed to 
deliver on its promises of equitable education for every child” (p. 620). In my experience of 
working in urban schools, I have witnessed very limited resources for arts education. Sabol 
(2013) suggested that adopting the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) has left arts educators 
with the exhausting task of arguing why arts education is needed in the public-school system. In 
addition, Sabol provides evidence that exposure to arts education results in higher learning. 
Sabol’s study indicates that national standards do not cater to diverse learning styles, whereas the 
arts do. Even though arts have proven to increase academic performance, funding is consistently 
being cut in order to allocate funding to common core subjects. 
Every Student Succeeds Act 
 The Elementary and Secondary Education Act of (1965) has been restructured several 
times since 1965, and was most recently altered when law makers revised No Child Left Behind 
and renamed it into Every Student Succeeds Act in 2015. Each revision brought transformations 
to the program. Regardless of the changes over the years, the key goals remain to provide an 
equitable education for students who come from low socio-economic backgrounds. ESSA 
structure includes more than 12 various funding prospects that local and state educational 
organizations can utilize towards arts integration for students in grades Pre-K to grade 12. 
Ludwig et al. (2017) asserted that budget opportunities can be allotted to support activities such 
as teacher staff professional development, school enhancement efforts, arts integration classes, 
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English language learners, and extended learning time programs. ESSA can also be used to 
support arts education programs at magnet schools and charter schools that have a fine and 
performing arts concentration. 
 ESSA addresses the need for arts education and arts integration in a variety of ways. 
Ludwig et al. (2017) noted: “it maintains an emphasis throughout its varied funding streams on 
ensuring that students have access to a “well-rounded education,” which, according to the law, 
can include “the arts” and “music” along with other subjects” (p. 2). First, it focuses on the 
necessity for providing funding for arts education and arts integration for all public schools. 
Second, it concentrates on providing assistance by implementing these programs into the 
curriculum so all students will be exposed to a well-rounded education. Third, it addresses 
interventions that address the need for students who come from low socio-economic 
backgrounds and English Language learners to receive an equitable education (Ludwig et al., 
2017). Overall, evidence of arts integration on student learning and achievement are listed on all 
three tiers of the ESSA configuration. 
Funding Arts Education 
Cognitive and social benefits of arts education have been demonstrated in the current 
research, and I have witnessed firsthand through my professional experiences the academic 
success and the multi-intelligence lens that have helped students make cross-curricular 
connections. Bloom (2013) suggested by including art in our mainstream schools, we are 
engaging students in a meaningful conversation using artful language that everyone can 
understand. In life, individuals encounter the same kind of diverse thoughts, perspectives, and 
attitudes on a much larger scale that are intertwined with our interpersonal skills. Artful thinking 
is necessary for students to have a well-rounded education. Arts education allows teachers to use 
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a lens of creativity to view and articulate cross-curricular connections across the variety of 
content areas. Brouillette (2010) studied the benefits of arts education as it pertains that to the 
social-emotional development of urban public-school students. Brouillette’s (2010) study 
revealed the implementation of an arts curriculum led to strong academic achievement as well as 
the enhancement of the student's healthy social-emotional development. Brouillette (2010) 
asserted that “Arts integration activities can help students understand academics through creative 
examples better when there wasn't a clear understanding using traditional measures” (p. 20). The 
benefits of a full-time arts education curriculum enhance a student's creativity and inspire them 
to open up to other avenues of learning. 
Decreased Funding for Arts Education in Urban Schools 
Pressures of mandated tests and decreased funding have led to limited exposure to arts 
education for students in urban schools. In a study by Fernandez-Gaztambide et al. (2016) 
indicated that while the funding for arts education has declined in traditional public schools since 
the 1980s, the funding for magnet schools with a concentration in the fine and performing arts 
has soared. The authors discovered that even though the magnet schools are receiving a 
substantial amount of money for their arts education programs, the magnet schools are only 
servicing a small percentage of students in the district. Conversely, the students who attend 
traditional public schools are not receiving adequate funding and resources for similar fine and 
performing arts programs. However, “many districts do not divide funds equitably to ensure that 
high-poverty schools get as many dollars per student as schools with more affluent students” 
(Saultz et al., 2017, p. 663). The funding allocated for arts education programs is often given to 
magnet schools that specialize in arts education.  
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Existing research substantiates the cognitive and social-emotional benefits of arts 
education (Brouillette, 2010; Lackey & Huxhold, 2016). The challenge of urban school 
leadership is utilizing the available funding mechanisms, while not adding to the immediate 
pressure of high-stakes testing and shrinking budgets (Fernandez-Gaztambide et al., 2016; 
Ingraham & Nuttall, 2016; Lackey & Huxhold, 2016; Leech & Fulton, 2008). Urban school 
leaders frequently reduce arts programming due to the immediate pressures of national standards 
(Hartle et al., 2015). Tutt (2014) asserted that a reduction in arts education programs occurs due 
to several years of budget cuts and state budget limits. Spohn (2008) claimed that reducing music 
and arts curricula due to pressures of mandated testing, sends the message to students that 
language arts and math are more important than music and art.  
Ramos and Baugher (2013) conducted a study that reviewed the Great Recession of 
2007 to 2009 from the perspectives of public-school administrators and how that was impacted 
by funding. The study used qualitative methodology where perceptions and feelings are explored 
through interviews and surveys to gather data on arts education funding. The study focused on 
two budgets from the 2007-2008 school year and the 2009-2010 school year. The same study 
also did a comparison one year after the recession which evaluated the 2010-11 budget. The 
results of the interviews indicated arts education continued to be a low priority in funding 
relative to the mathematics and language arts due to standardized testing. With the continued 
high visibility of test scores, administrators did not expect any significant improvement in the 
near future or longer. 
Sabol (2013) presented an overview of school reform policies that have been put into 
practice within the last decade. The study indicated national standards do not cater to diverse 
learning styles, whereas the arts do. Even though arts have proven to increase academic 
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performance, funding is constantly being cut in order to allocate funding for common core 
subjects. Sabol (2013) indicated three quarters (76%) of educators reported full-range of budget 
cuts across the country for arts education programs. The schools came from a variety of different 
communities such as urban, rural, and suburban. Two-thirds of the teachers reported their 
schools had to lay off teachers and staff as a result of budget cuts. In addition, more than one-
third (36%) of educators reported decreased funding in the arts. In the study, educators also 
mentioned their concerns about how the common core does not cater to students with disabilities 
who struggle with taking the standardized tests. Sabol (2013) highlighted the importance of 
teachers, school leaders, and arts advocates being committed to providing students with a high-
quality education that includes arts education. 
Shaw (2018) examined the implications of budget cuts in the Lansing School District. 
The Lansing district is located in the state of Michigan and has had a history of budget issues and 
deficits. The budget cuts led to 80 teaching positions being terminated across the district along 
with losing 27 art and music teachers. The study included interviewing 18 participants involved 
with Lansing’s decision, purposefully evaluating employees that were closely involved with the 
budget cuts. The interviews revealed the district had a longstanding issue with low enrollment 
and funding. The low enrollment led to several buildings being unoccupied due to the declining 
per-pupil funding. Interviews in the study also uncovered the arts were never a high priority 
within the district. The arts teacher never felt valued because the district leadership and school 
administrators placed more emphasis on the core subjects than it did on arts education. Overall, 
this appears to be a comprehensive study that validates the need for school administrators, policy 
makers, and arts advocates to allocate equitable funding to sustain quality arts education 
programs. Studies such as this necessitate further research, perhaps conducted by employing 
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different methodological approaches. Therefore, this proposed study can offer a unique 
perspective on the issues of arts advocacy by school leaders through the narrative inquiry.  
Power and Benefits of Arts Education 
Cognitive and social benefits of arts education have been demonstrated in the current 
research. I have witnessed firsthand through my professional experiences the academic success 
and the multi-intelligence lens that helped students make cross-curricular connections. Bloom 
(2013) suggested by including art in our mainstream schools, we are engaging students in a 
meaningful conversation using artful language everyone can understand. In life, individuals 
encounter the same kind of diverse thoughts, perspectives, and attitudes on a much larger scale 
that are intertwined with our interpersonal skills. Artful thinking is necessary for students to have 
a well-rounded education. Arts education allows teachers to use a lens of creativity to view and 
articulate cross-curricular connections across the variety of content areas. Brouillette (2010) 
studied the benefits of arts education as it pertains that to the social-emotional development of 
urban public-school students. Brouillette’s (2010) study revealed the implementation of an arts 
curriculum led to strong academic achievement as well as the enhancement of the student's 
healthy social-emotional development. Brouillette (2010) asserted “Arts integration activities can 
help students understand academics through creative examples better when there wasn’t a clear 
understanding using traditional measures” (p. 20). The benefits of a full-time arts education 
curriculum enhance a student’s creativity and inspire them to open up to other avenues of 
learning.  
Arts Advocacy 
Advocacy is not a recent term to the field of arts education in public schools. The 
definition used in the Webster definition describes advocacy as the act or process of supporting a 
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cause or proposal. The Oxford English Dictionary describes advocacy at the action of 
advocating, pleading for, or supporting a proposal or cause. Well known arts advocates such as 
Erickson and Young (1996), Goldfarb (1979), and Hodsoll (1985) have all contributed to 
literature on the importance of arts advocacy, however, the idea of advocacy has developed over 
time. One example that comes to mind is the push for arts education during the 1970s and 1980s, 
when arts advocacy was depicted as a “movement” and brought together a partnership between 
teachers, administrators and community partners who all worked together to retain and sustain 
arts education programming. Bobick and Dicindio (2012) asserted “by working together with 
museums and arts organizations, we can facilitate personal experiences in creating and looking at 
art that will help more people understand the immeasurable value of art education” (p. 22). If 
school leaders, parents, teachers, and community supporters joined in the mission to advocate for 
art education, their united voice and experiences would be much more vigorous than their 
individual voices. 
For arts education programs to have stability in urban schools, it is the responsibility of 
school principals and community partners to demonstrate advocacy for arts education (Leech & 
Fulton, 2008). One example of an urban principal utilizing arts advocacy was the launch of the 
Madison Violin Project which provided free violin lesson to grades one through five. The school 
leaders shared a common vision of arts advocacy and used creative and motivational ways to 
sustain the Madison Violin Project. Thus, Leech and Fulton (2008) asserted, “The leadership of 
the school community does not rely on the ‘power over’ others but on ‘power’ through others to 
accomplish shared visions and goals” (p. 632). Community grants and partnerships fully program 
the Madison Violin Project. The principal of Madison Elementary School understood the 
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importance of maintaining an arts education curriculum by utilizing community resources and 
partnerships.  
The senior administrators along with the teaching faculty noticed a variety of skills the 
students acquired through the violin program. Further, May and Brenner (2016) suggested  
The principals and teachers report that the skills learned in violin such as listening, the 
ability to focus, the discipline of following a routine, and the ability to work with others 
have a positive effect on the students learning process as well as other aspects of school 
learning. (p. 227) 
It is apparent the Madison Elementary School principal used visionary and innovative leadership 
to provide his students with a well-rounded education that included arts education. In his own 
words, the principal states: “We need to take the education of poor children as seriously as we 
take the education of the rich, and we need to create systems that guarantee all of the elements of 
educational investment to all students” (May & Brenner, 2016, p. 224). In turn, the same 
principal understood that sustaining an arts education program had cognitive, social and benefits 
to the students and found ways to utilize community grants and partnerships to fund the Madison 
Violin project. Examples such as the Madison Violin Project can inspire other school principals 
to follow in his footsteps to advocate for their respective arts programs. Despite the challenges of 
funding and mandated tests, the advocates associated with the Madison Project understood the 
importance of social justice learning and its many benefits. 
Arts Advocacy and Social Justice 
Advocating for arts in the school curriculum connects to social justice for students in 
urban schools that want and deserve an equitable education. For instance, Reed and 
Swaminathan (2016) claimed “social justice leaders tend not to focus on the student as the 
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problem, but focus on the structures and services as the means to better address the needs of 
students” (p. 1102). Providing students with an equitable and well-rounded education that 
includes arts education is considered social justice (Reed & Swaminathan, 2016). Further, Boske 
et al. (2017) underscored the importance of addressing disparities that often affect underserved 
students in urban school communities. Boske et al. (2017) actively engaged in the conversation 
that sense making as artmaking plays a role in promoting social justice and inclusive learning.  
Boske et al. (2017) first started by exploring their own personal beliefs and experiences 
about how arts education shaped their views on social justice and art education. The same study 
places an emphasis on drawing from one’s owned lived experiences, which deepens 
understanding of how to meet the needs of marginalized students and communities. Reed and 
Swaminathan (2016) confirmed “Sense making as artmaking created new awareness needed to 
transform how one relates to others by practicing social justice and inclusivity” (p. 1097). 
Therefore, Dunstan (2014) examined funding and leadership decisions that determine factors 
responsible for maintaining arts programs in public schools. One of the key factors Dunstan 
(2014) examined was a school leader’s advocacy for sustaining arts programming. One of the 
discoveries found in the study was community arts advocates led to Eastland High School 
sustaining its arts funding. Eastland High School’s administrative team was persistent in 
advocating the need to sustain arts education programs.  
Tutt (2014) suggested that since the Bush administration implemented No Child Left 
Behind, the American school system has focused on the academic content areas and has steered 
away from infusing arts into the mainstream curriculum. The author implies that teachers, artists, 
legislators, and community advocates should continue to have the conversation that arts 
education plays an important part in student learning. Advocates for arts education must examine 
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how arts is viewed and insist it be part of each child’s education. Tutt (2014) confirmed if 
communities want the fine arts to be more present in public schools, they must insist the basic 
policies to further arts education receive adequate funding. It is also imperative the school 
administrators advocate for the educational need of arts education programming in their schools.  
Tutt (2014) asserted that school administrators have the influence to keep arts education 
in schools by maintaining community partnerships that will help to provide funding and drive the 
change by making arts education a priority in schools. If the policy makers and school leaders 
start to value the benefits the arts have on student learning, it will help change the mindset that 
arts are not needed in schools. Tutt’s (2014) study showed the mindset of school leaders and 
policy makers must change in order for arts integration programming to be sustained long-term. 
Providing urban students with a well-rounded arts education seems to have a direct connection 
between arts advocacy and social justice. Clearly, advocates for arts education believe all 
students can achieve success when exposed to an equitable education that includes arts 
education. The literature shows advocacy effort must be consistent in order to provide 
educational equity to all students. 
Arts Education and Academic Achievement 
This study draws extensively on the works of Eisner (1996, 2001, 2009), an eminent 
authority and an advocate for arts education, who strongly believed an exposure to arts education 
leads to high levels of academic success. Many contemporary researchers and arts advocates 
follow Eisner’s footsteps. For instance, Agofure (2016) affirmed the benefits of using theatrical 
puppets to help students achieve cross-curricular goals and academic achievement. Agofure’s 
study shows using theater puppets helps students with their communication skills, emotional 
development, and conflict resolution. It also helps students express their views on real world 
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situations. Agofure (2016) further suggested that using theater puppets in the academic 
curriculum is a creative and enjoyable way to promote children's discovery of learning new skills 
and concepts.  
Ingraham and Nuttall (2016) focused on understanding how arts integration supports the 
needs of English Language Learners (ELLs) and their academic performance. Ingraham and 
Nuttall’s (2016) study showed daily arts integration along with open collaboration, self-
confidence, efficacy, and leadership among the students has led to high academic achievement 
among the ELL population. As the study illustrates, ELL students have strong scholastic growth 
when they are learning through a multiple-intelligence lens that taps into the diverse learning 
needs of the ELL community. 
Lackey and Huxhold (2016) evaluated the arts integrated partnership that Madison 
Elementary hosted alongside the Arts in Education (AIE) organization. Lackey and Huxhold 
(2016) described how the three-year partnership was formed during the 2011-12 school year and 
consisted of a summer training session to launch the program prior to the students arriving in 
September. Lackey and Huxhold (2016) stated: “Teachers also indicated that the tangible 
practices of AIE seemed to help children not only with their engagement and learning but with 
their abilities to articulate what they are learning” (p. 8). During the summer, each grade level 
chooses an art masterpiece they want to integrate into the curriculum. During the first year, each 
grade level develops one arts-infused curriculum. By the end of the third year, the teachers have 
four arts integrated curriculums that are infused into the grade level. New units are developed 
each year and added alongside preexisting lessons until each grade level is integrating an art 
infused unit. The integrated units are explored through a four-phase learning process of inquiry, 
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creative act, and reflection. The success of the program resulted in the school board approving 
the decision of Madison extended enrollment across school boundaries.  
Lackey and Huxhold (2016) indicated arts integration was a huge success and resulted in 
the student participants performing on grade level. The teachers and arts specialist were pleased 
the students were able to make cross-curricular connections and exuded confidence since the 
program’s implementation. The arts-integrated program at Madison was so successful it was 
eventually converted in a magnet school for the performing arts. Lackey and Huxhold’s (2016) 
study has particular relevance to what I intend to investigate in my proposed research pertaining 
to advocacy for arts education and the benefits an arts program can bring a school when school 
leaders are able to sustain funding. Madison Elementary was able to develop a partnership with 
the Arts in Education Program (AIE), which led to the school thriving academically, artistically, 
and socially. 
Social and Emotional Learning and Arts Education 
Social and emotional learning through the arts allows students to develop communication 
skills, which include listening to others and expressing oneself through verbal and nonverbal 
cues. Other social and emotional connections consist of assessment and reflection, recognition of 
one’s feelings and the feelings of others, and creating art that communicates social and emotional 
development learning. Scott et al.’s (2012) research validated that arts integration strengthens 
academic achievement and promotes healthy social and emotional development among 
elementary students: “Art integration is not only a positive emotional experience for children, it 
allows them to experience others emotions and communicate them through original works” (p. 
5). Twelve elementary schools were part of Scott et al.’s (2012) qualitative study that addressed 
specific areas such as quantity of curriculum, accountability of teachers, confidence in arts 
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integration, and overall value given to an art-infused curriculum. The study uncovered that arts 
integration activities helped the students better understand academics through a variety of ways 
that were not always clear through traditional learning measures. Scott et al. (2012) substantiates 
the importance arts education has on the overall development of students academically, 
creatively, socially, and emotionally. 
 Dalton and Hrenko (2016) noted the benefits that transformative arts education has on 
social and emotional learning. Dalton and Hrenko (2016) asserted “transformative art integration 
emphasizes the connections between the body, context, experience, culture, emotion, and high-
order thinking” (p. 90). Transformative arts integration not only enhances academic 
performance, but also is centered on holistic learning. Dalton and Hrenko (2016) suggested that 
arts education can offer learners the opportunity to see academic content areas through the 
interrelationship of idea and feelings (p. 90). Dalton and Hrenko (2016) also said “through the 
arts, students are able to artistically and creatively envision a more just and loving community, 
by attending to their own personal development, as well as their relationships with others” (p. 
91). 
Boske et al. (2018) explored the importance of school leaders, educators, and community 
members understanding how to address disparities that often affect underserved students in 
public school education. The study actively engaged in the conversation that sense-making as 
artmaking plays in promoting social and emotional learning. The authors place an emphasis on 
drawing from one’s owned lived experiences, which deepens understanding of how to meet the 
needs of marginalized students and communities. Sense-making as art-making created new 
awareness needed to transform how one relates to others by practicing social justice and 
incorporating social and emotional learning. Providing students with a well-rounded arts 
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education enhances the development of social and emotional learning and development. Boske et 
al.’s (2018) research validated the need for students to receive an equitable education despite 
being members of a marginalized community. Consistently advocating for arts education despite 
decreased funding and pressures of mandated tests enhances the possibilities of educational 
equity that fosters artistic, academic, and social and emotional well-being. 
School Leadership and Arts Education 
Contemporary studies often demonstrate that school administrators have a strong impact 
on student achievement (Saultz et al., 2017). More importantly, the work of school leaders is 
essential in ensuring equity outcomes for all students. For instance, Saultz et al. (2017) stated: 
“historically, district leaders have struggled getting high-quality teachers, broadly defined, into 
classrooms of traditionally underserved students” (p. 660). Equality implies all students ought to 
have the same access to learning opportunities and resources, and learners may need different 
resources that cater to their individual learning needs and abilities (Saultz et al., 2017). However, 
“many districts do not divide funds equitably to ensure that high-poverty schools get as many 
dollars per student as schools with more affluent students” (Saultz et al., 2017, p. 663). 
Education Equity 
Hartle et al. (2015) explored the impact of the ArtsIn model on student and teacher 
learning. ArtsIn provides a framework for learning that can be infused across all academic 
disciplines. Hartle et al. (2015) suggested the arts curriculum is a resourceful tool that teachers 
can use despite the demands of standardized tests. ArtsIn provides equitable resources that allows 
school leaders, educators, and students to explore a variety of facets of art that help strengthen 
collaboration, creativity, and critical thinking skills. The different forms of art that ArtsIn 
concentrates on includes music, dance, drama, visual art, and media arts. ArtsIn affords both 
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teachers and students ways to communicate and understand information around them. Hartle et 
al.’s (2015) study examined creative and equitable ways the arts can be infused across the 
academic disciplines that will allow children to make cross-curricular connections with their 
learning. The ArtsIn framework also serves as a partnership at a time in public school education 
when mandated testing is a requirement. 
Theoretical Perspectives on Arts Education and Advocacy 
Advocating for arts education involves not only the support from school administrators, 
teachers and parents. Advocacy entails developing a partnership with community members that 
support arts education as well as provide resources that can retain, sustain, and ultimately 
enhance arts education curricular in schools. Rademaker (2007) asserted the idea of uniting arts 
partnerships is not a new concept in education. Nonetheless, it is worth revisiting how arts 
advocacy can serve as a powerful tool when school leaders and community partners come 
together. Bobick and Dicindio (2012) stated:  
We cannot sit on the sidelines and expect others to advocate for us. By working together 
with museums and arts organizations, we can facilitate personal experiences in creating 
and looking at art that will help more people understand the immeasurable value of art. 
(p. 22) 
This study is informed by several theoretical perspectives on the role of arts in the 
educational processes, including the enactment of educational reforms and their consequences, 
teaching standards, curricula, leadership, and other relevant practices. The theoretical rationale 
pertaining to arts in education is large and diverse in scope. It addresses educational equity, 
social and emotional development, education policy, benefits of arts education, social justice, 
academic achievement, and decreased funding for arts education. Exposure to arts education 
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enhances student’s abilities to utilize problem solving skills and critical thinking skills within all 
academic content areas (Eisner, 1999).  
As mentioned earlier, this study relies heavily on the works of Eisner (1996, 2001, 2009) 
to map its conceptual positioning. According to Eisner (1999), arts advocacy and artistic learning 
is a distinctive type of learning for both the students as well as the teachers. Eisner (2001) 
asserted that “artistically crafted work is relevant not only to what students do, they are relevant 
to virtually all aspects of what we do, from the design of curricula, to the presence of teaching, to 
the features of the environment in which students and teachers live” (p. 8). To Eisner, artistic 
learning is an integral part of the learning process and should be valued as much as other 
academic disciplines.  
John Dewey (1859-1952), a renowned American progressive educator, wrote extensively 
on arts and education. Like Eisner, Dewey (1916) endorsed the benefits of arts education and 
advocated for making arts education a central part of learning. Eisner and Dewey also explain 
that the learning atmosphere is going to affect how a student learns. Content and form matter in 
the learning process and cannot be separated (Dewey, 1916; Eisner, 1996). For instance, Dewey 
thought creative learning cannot be separated from intellectual learning.  
A contemporary advocate for arts education, Maxine Greene (2001) suggested that arts 
education introduces us to new ways of moving, feeling, seeing, and hearing. Arts education 
allows one to reflect and express themselves through a variety of lenses that traditional learning 
does not: “What we want to make possible is the living of lyrical movements, moments at which 
human beings (freed to feel, to know, and to imagine) suddenly understand their own lives in 
relation to all that surrounds” (Greene, 2001, p. 7). The aforementioned works of Eisner, Dewey, 
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and Greene provide a broad theoretical discourse of this study and are further explored in 
Chapter 3.  
Summary of Literature Review 
The analysis of the literature on arts education within the U.S. public school contexts 
addressed several important issues. First, it is clear that standardized educational reforms do not 
prove to be conducive to student learning and development from an academic, social, emotional, 
and cognitive standpoint. Furthermore, mandated testing does not help to improve student's 
memory, concentration skills, decision making, critical thinking, and listening skills. 
Urban school districts do not have a quality arts programs, despite the cognitive and 
social benefits. Often, if an urban school district has a full-time art program, it is a specialized 
magnet school for the fine and performing arts. Thus, the majority of the schools in the district 
are receiving inadequate funding or no funding at all. If the majority of the funds are allocated to 
magnet public schools, then only a small amount of funding for traditional public schools is left. 
Existing research confirms the interest and justification for additional research regarding arts 
advocacy and the sustainment of arts programming when advocacy is at the focal point of school 
leaders and community partnerships (Greene, 2001; Shaw, 2018; Spohn, 2008; Thomas, 2017). 
Further, I found Kraehe et al.’s (2016) equity framework of the six dimensions as 
particularly relevant to this proposed study. Kraehe et al.’s (2015) multidimensional framework 
can be used to provide the school leaders with the tools to evaluate the various levels of equity in 
art-integration programs in schools, as well as disparities among funding and overall value and 
appreciation in comparison to traditional academic programs.  
Many studies analyzed in this review promote the inclusion of arts into the school 
curriculum on a broader scale (Greene, 2001; Shaw, 2018; Spohn, 2008; Thomas, 2017). In this 
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regard, Orr and Bennett (2017) offered a practical way of encouraging students to tap into a 
multi-intelligence lens and be able to make meaningful and cross-curricular connections across 
the learning continuum. 
There is a compelling evidence in existing research that confirms the benefits of arts 
education and supports the need for arts advocacy (Bloom, 2013; Brouillette, 2010; Dewey, 
1934; Eisner, 2009; Leech & Fulton, 2008; Wexler, 2014a, 2014b). It appears that in order to 
find creative ways to retain and sustain quality fine and performing arts programs in urban 
schools, it is imperative to consistently advocate for arts education despite pressures of high-
stakes testing and shrinking budgets. Finding creative ways to sustain arts education funding will 
result in in an equitable and well-rounded learning experience for all students. 
On the other hand, mandates and standards often prevent student’s exposure to arts 
education due the standardized testing and monies allotted for test preparation programs 
(Fernandez-Gaztambide et al., 2016; Ingraham & Nuttall, 2016; Lackey & Huxhold, 2016; Leech 
& Fulton, 2008). Advocating for arts education and finding creative and motivational ways to 
provide students with an equitable education that promotes artistic learning and social and 
emotional development are both imperative and worthwhile. Arts advocates are not alone in their 
efforts to provide students with a well-rounded learning experience. The arts have advocate 
groups on the state, national, and international levels committed to arts education.  
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Chapter 3: Research Method 
“Storytelling is the most powerful way to put ideas into the world” 
-Robert McKee, professor 
The purpose of this study was to understand the experiences of school leaders and 
community partners with arts education in three K-12 urban public school districts in Northern 
New Jersey that have implemented and sustained arts education programs. Research questions 
that guided this study are: 
RQ1: What are the pathways of urban school leaders and community partners to their 
support for arts education in K-12 public schools in Northern New Jersey? 
RQ2: What are the challenges, if any, they face when implementing arts education 
programs in K-12 public schools in Northern New Jersey? 
RQ3: What are the successes, if any, they have when implementing arts education 
programs in K-12 public schools in Northern New Jersey?  
This chapter addresses theoretical positioning of the study, research design, ethical 
considerations, validation criteria, and my positionality as a narrative researcher.  
Theoretical Positioning of the Study 
This study was positioned within the interpretive and critical systems of inquiry 
(Creswell, 2012; Ulysse & Lukenchuk, 2013), the inquiry that has been an important and 
continual part of learning and education. Education “makes the pursuit of knowledge or the 
attainment thereof, either directly or indirectly, one of its main objectives. Therefore, education 
must embrace inquiry as a perpetual ally in order for it to succeed in its pursuit of knowledge” 
(Ulysse & Lukenchuk, 2013, p. 3). Ulysse and Lukenchuk (2013) stated “education make the 
pursuit of knowledge or the attainment thereof, either directly or indirectly, one of its main 
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objectives. Therefore, education must embrace inquiry as a perpetual ally in order for it to 
succeed in its pursuit of knowledge” (p. 3). In particular, narrative is the main methodological 
approach to investigate the above stated research goals. When people “tell their stories to 
researchers, they feel listened to, and their information brings researchers closer to the actual 
practice of education. Thus stories reported in qualitative narrative research enrich the lives of 
both the researcher and the participant” (Creswell, 2012, p. 512). By my participants sharing 
their personal stories, it brought me as the researcher closer to them and the intimate experiences 
they have encountered. Every individual has a story, whether it is about the people they interact 
with or personal accounts about the environments in which they work. 
A narrative approach was selected for this study for several reasons. First, it focused on 
the stories that are lived (Riessman, 2008), that is, the narratives of urban school leaders who 
have literally lived through the experience of implementing arts education programs in their 
districts. Narrative dates back to the oldest tradition of story-telling that reveals the truths about 
the human experience (Riessman, 2008, p. 10). A person’s story “seems to speak for itself, not 
requiring interpretation, a kind of ‘narrative seduction’ that all storyteller strive for, and great 
one’s archive” (Riessman, 2008, p. 5). Sharing intimate details from my experiences with arts 
advocacy as well as my study participants was beneficial to the study.  
Aligned with the overarching narrative tradition are the works of Eisner, Dewey, and 
Greene that unfold a more nuanced understanding of what it means to advocate for arts through 
lived experiences of individuals. The theoretical foundation pertaining to arts in education is 
sizeable and different in scope. It addresses learning equality, social and emotional development, 
education policy, benefits of arts education, social justice, academic achievement, and decreased 
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funding for arts education. Arts education increase’s student’s abilities to apply critical thinking 
skills and creative problem-solving skills within various academic disciplines (Eisner, 2001).  
A contemporary advocate for arts education, Greene (2001) suggested that arts education 
introduces us to new ways of moving, feeling, seeing and hearing. Arts education allows one to 
reflect and express themselves through a variety of lenses that traditional learning does not: 
“What we want to make possible is the living of lyrical movements, moments at which human 
beings (freed to feel, to know, and to imagine) suddenly understand their own lives in relation to 
all that surrounds” (Greene, 2001, p. 7). The arts are a necessary tool for comprehending and 
contributing to social justice issues (Greene, 1978). Arts education is central to learning and 
should be available to all scholars including those attending urban schools and underserved 
learning communities. Greene noted that arts education allows learners to make sense of their 
world and gain the opportunity to see various perspectives on education and social skills. 
Dewey (1859-1952), a well-known American progressive educator, wrote expansively on 
arts in education. Similar to Eisner, Dewey validated the value of arts education and advocated 
for making arts education an essential part of the learning experience. Arts education is a crucial 
part of democracy because it allows learners the chance to have shared experiences which is a 
key component of developing a noble citizen (Dewey, 1916).  
Research Design 
Riessman (2008) stated the following about narratives:  
[Narratives come] in many forms and sizes, ranging from brief, tightly bounded stories 
told in answer to a single question, to long narratives that build over the course of several 
interviews and traverse temporal and geographical space-biographical accounts that refer 
to entire lives or careers. (p. 23) 
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Each participant’s story sets the tone for their own personal journey as arts advocate.  
When considering the design, I chose to rely on Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) three- 
dimensional approach of inward and outward, backward, and forward. Clandinin and Connelly 
(2000) asserted “narrative inquiry is a relational inquiry as we work in the field, move from filed 
text, and from field text to research text” (p. 60). Utilizing inward meant examining the feelings, 
hopes, and aesthetic reactions and moral temperament of my participants. Examining outward 
resulted in looking at the external conditions that make up the participants’ environment. 
Observing backward and forward involved the past, present, and the future stories of my 
participants (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Narrative research allowed me to think in a more 
creative, detailed, and informative ways about myself as a researcher and about my prospective 
study participants.  
Participants 
The participants for this study were public school leaders from three urban school 
districts in Northern New Jersey that have implemented and sustained arts education programs. 
Additionally, I recruited community partners who provided arts education resources for these 
respective districts. The main criterion for selection of the participants was they were supporters 
in arts education programs during an era of high stakes testing and decreased funding. Creswell 
(2012) stated:  
You select people or sites that can best help you understand the central phenomenon. 
This understanding emerges through detailed understanding of the people or site. It can 
lead to information that allows individuals to ‘learn’ about the phenomenon or to an 
understanding that provides voice to individuals who may not be heard otherwise. (p. 
206) 
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I recruited 14 participants who were New Jersey urban school administrators, dance studio 
owners, and arts education administrators within the nonprofit sector, who have supported arts 
education in their respective careers despite obstacles with decreased funding and resources. 
Purposeful sampling in qualitative research had given me the chance to be selective when 
choosing my study participants. I had the opportunity to meet some of my participants at 
educational conferences, through mutual friends, professional organizations that I belong to, as 
well as prior colleagues I used to work with in the urban school sector. 
I chose to concentrate on the urban school sector due to the historical challenges with 
mandated testing and decreased funding. According to Shaw (2018), “curriculum narrowing has 
been found to be concentrated in high-poverty, high minority settings, resulting in extensive 
reallocation of resources toward testing and away from sequential, standards-based arts courses” 
(p. 395). The participants in this study were all educators, urban school administrators, and arts 
education supporters who have been able to retain and sustain arts education programs despite 
monetary and testing challenges. Shaw (2018) noted that school districts must understand the 
value a hands-on arts education has on relationship building. The participants of this study 
advocated for arts education by fostering and nurturing relationships in their prospective 
communities. 
 I utilized gatekeepers in all three school districts who served as liaisons between the 
participants and me. A gatekeeper is a “person who stands between the data collector and a 
potential respondent. Gatekeepers, by virtue of their personal or work relationship to a 
respondent, are able to control who has access, and when, to the respondent” (Lavrakas, 2008, p. 
1). For example, one of my participants I met through a women’s service organization we both 
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are members of in Northern New Jersey. She served as a “gatekeeper” and can put me in contact 
with other participants who were recruited for my study. 
The intent of qualitative inquiry is not to generalize to a population, but rather to develop 
an in-depth exploration of a central phenomenon. Thus, “to best understand this phenomenon, 
the qualitative researcher purposefully or intentionally selects individuals and sites for data 
collection” (Creswell, 2012, p. 206). I utilized purposeful sampling by selecting participants I 
have known for a long time or who were referred to me by reliable gatekeepers. 
Sources of Data and Data Collection Strategies 
The sources of data for this study included semi structured in-depth interviews, 
documents, artifacts, and visual materials.  
Interviews  
Semistructured interviews constituted the main data source for analysis in order to 
produce detailed accounts of each participant’s involvement with arts advocacy during the course 
of their careers. Interviewing is “something like a duet or pas de deux in dance. Two people are 
communicating with one another and, ideally at least, understand each other whatever the 
context” (Janesick, 2016, p. 136). Having my participants’ share their personal stories provided 
me with valuable information for my study. According to Bogdan and Biklen (2016), “Some 
people debate which approach is more effective, the structured or the unstructured. With 
semistructured interviews you are confident of getting comparable data across subject” (p. 99). 
Semistructured interviews met my research goal.  
An interview guide (Appendix A) was created to provide a direction for the interviews. 
Clandinin and Connelly (2000) noted “whether the topic is chosen by participants or by 
researcher, the kinds of questions asked and the ways they are structured provide a frame within 
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which participants shape their accounts of the experience” (p. 110). Humans are naturally 
conversational, so conducting interviews allowed me as the researcher to be drawn into their 
individual stories and experiences. A consent form (Appendix B) was created to inform 
participants about their rights as human subjects. Full confidentiality and anonymity was 
observed during the interview and data analysis process. The traditions of research “remind us 
that the lives and experiences of participants should be told, but the individuals from which the 
research was gleaned must be concealed” (Creswell, 2012, p. 233). I provided a pseudonym and 
description phrase for each participant. An interview transcript was sent to each of the 14 
participants for verification of accuracy. 
Most narrative projects “in the human sciences today are based on interviews of some 
kind” (Creswell, 2012, p. 23). Interviewing my selected participants will allow me to gain access 
into their unique and intimate experiences with arts advocacy. Riessman (2008) noted “stories 
are social artifacts, telling us as much about society and culture as they do about a person or 
group” (p. 105). As the researcher, it was essential that I remained an active listener and display 
patience and understanding as I conducted my interviews with my study participants. Clandinin 
and Connelly (2000) suggested that “the way an interviewer acts, questions, and responds in an 
interview shapes the relationship and therefore the ways participants respond and give accounts 
of their experience” (p. 110). Being an active listener, having patience, and showing empathy 
and understanding helped me develop a strong rapport with my participants. 
Documents and Artifacts 
The documents that I collected for this study provided additional information on arts 
advocacy as it related to the individual narrative stories of each participant. Documents represent 
“a good source for text (word) data for qualitative study. They provide the advantage of being in 
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the language and words of the participants, who have usually given thoughtful attention to them” 
(Creswell, 2012, p. 223). The documents the participants shared with me included school 
newsletters advertising concerts or other events in which students displayed their artwork in 
various forms. Artifacts represent any object (i.e., handmade or manufactured) made by a human 
being. The artifacts that benefited this study included students’ drawings, sculpture, and 
recordings of music performances. Artifacts “have stories—origins, histories, moments, reasons” 
(Saldaña & Omasta, 2016, p. 74). Analyzing artifacts can shed an additional light on textual 
messages and their connotations during an overall data analysis.  
Visual Materials 
Visual materials served as significant additional sources of data. The visual materials in 
this study were used to add to or amplify the textual messages of the personal narratives of 
participants. Like narratives, “images contain theories based upon the image-makers’ 
understanding about what they are looking at” (Riessman, 2008, p. 143). Visual materials such as 
media, performance art, visual art, and photography can empower others to see the vision and 
inspiration for each participant. Visual images are “thoroughly embedded in our world that no to 
take them seriously, and not to work at making them part of analysis, is to reduce our 
understanding of subjects’ worlds” (Riesman, 2008, p. 182). 
Researcher’s Observational and Self-Reflective Notes 
Throughout the research process I kept a journal of observational and self-reflective 
notes. Journal writing “provides an additional data set to outline, describe, and explain the exact 
role of the researcher in any given project” (Janesick, 2016, p. 164). Utilizing a journal in this 
study was particularly helpful in the data analysis process, as well as served as a safeguard 
against potential bias. Journal writing is a “powerful research technique for the researcher and 
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the participants in a given study. The definitions of the roles of the researcher and participants in 
a study are clarified through the reflection and the writing process involved in journal writing” 
(Janesick, 2016, p. 161). Being consistent with daily journaling allows for the researcher to tell 
an intimate story of his or her own experience (Riessman, 2008). Keeping observational and self-
reflective notes contributed to addressing potential researcher biases.  
Data Analysis 
Data analysis is often referred to as coding in qualitative research (Miles & Huberman, 
1994; Saldaña, 2013). Coding is “deep reflection about and, thus, deep analysis and 
interpretation of the data’s meaning” (Saldaña, 2013, p. 72). Data analysis is an iterative process. 
The first cycle of coding typically begins with open coding (Saldaña, 2013), consisting of close 
reviewing of the interview transcripts and additional sources of data and highlighting words, 
sentences, or larger language units that convey meaningful messages. Riessman (2008) asserted 
“narrative can be the story constructed by the investigator from data (which include images), or 
the storyline suggested in a set of images, and/or narrative fragments from accompanying spoken 
or written texts” (p. 145). Coding is the process that allows researchers to “make sense of the text 
data, divide it into text or image segments, label the segments with codes, examine codes for 
overlap and redundancy, and collapse these codes into broad themes” (Creswell, 2012, p. 243). 
The data analysis for this study required several consecutive but interrelated steps. I 
utilized several rounds of vivo coding and data analysis that helped me find common themes in 
my study participants. According to Saldaña’s (2013) guidelines:  
Codes are primarily but not exclusively, used to retrieve and categorize similar data 
chunks so the researcher can quickly find, pull out, and cluster the segments relating to a 
particular research question, hypothesis, construct, or theme. Clustering and the display 
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of condensed chunks then set the stage for further analysis and drawing conclusions. (p. 
72)  
Data were organized and collected into computer files. Maintaining organization was 
essential during my study because of the massive amounts of information that was collected. 
Organizing interview data required particular consideration. Transcribing the interview data 
consisted of using a transcriptionist application called Rev to record my files. 
Once I organized and transcribed my data, I began data analysis “Restorying is the 
process in which the researcher gathers stories, analyzes them for key elements of the story (e.g., 
time, place, plot, and scene), and then rewrites the story to place it in a chronological sequence” 
(Creswell, 2012, p. 509). Thus, restoried narratives of the participants of this study are presented 
in chapter 4. Further, the data were coded for themes to provide “complexity of a story and add 
depth to the insight about understanding individual experiences” (Creswell, 2012, p. 511).  
The coding process allowed me to hand-select data to use and reject data that did not 
provide proof for ongoing themes and topics. Utilizing a pattern code helped with narrative 
descriptions and field note data. I relied primarily on Saldaña’s coding manual for my data 
analysis. Interview transcripts and all sources of data were kept under secure code accessible 
only to me. The data will be destroyed after 7 years. I started the collection process once I 
received approval from Abilene Christian University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) 
process. 
Ethical Considerations and Validation Criteria 
 My participants were treated with dignity and were not subjected to any risk or harm. It is 
imperative the participants understood what their participation entailed prior to participating. The 
participants had the right to understand what their participation entailed and all provided consent 
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prior to participating. My participants also had the right to withdraw from the study if they were 
no longer comfortable with participating. In preparation for the Institutional Review Process, I 
completed the Protecting Human Research Participants training course through Abilene Christian 
University’s website. The online course provided me with the essential information about the 
Institutional Review Board process. Bogdan and Biklen (2016) stated “institutional review 
boards (IRBs), exist in all colleges, universities, and other places researchers are employed; they 
review proposals, checking that the proposed research insures proper in-formed consent and 
safety to participants” (p. 45). This study did not entail any potential risks to participants.  
Throughout the research process, qualitative researchers should be mindful of the criteria 
to validate the research process and its findings. In particular, qualitative researchers adhere, 
most often, to the following criteria for validation: trustworthiness, authenticity, rich and thick 
descriptions of the findings, intercoder agreement, and member checks (Creswell, 2012; Saldaña, 
2013). For instance, validating findings in qualitative research “means that the researcher 
determines the accuracy or credibility of the findings through strategies such as member 
checking or triangulation” (Creswell, 2012, p. 261). Janesick (2016) emphasized that “the range 
of evidence should be used to support your assertions and view the work in progress throughout 
the entire history of the inquiry” (p. 178). The validation process also included sending 
transcripts to participants for accuracy verification. For each participant, I communicated 
regularly through emails, phone calls, and in person meetings to confirm the accuracy of their 
restoried narratives. Conducting “member checks” allowed me to make sure their stories were 
authentic and accurate. As mentioned earlier, throughout the research process I kept a journal of 
self-reflective notes in which I addressed potential biases. According to Bogdan and Biklen 
(2016), “qualitative research involves holding objects and events up to the sensitive instrument in 
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your mind to discern their value as data” (p. 148). As I immersed myself in the research process, 
it became clear which particular sources of data were the most useful. Saldaña (2013) claimed: 
when an oral presentation is made of one’s research and people in the audience are 
nodding their heads affirmatively, saying (“M-hm”) in agreement and (even better) 
exclaiming out loud, “That’s right!” to the speaker after an assertion has been made, you 
can feel confident that some sense of resonance has been achieved between the research 
and the audience. (p. 313)  
Realtime communication confirmation and validation is something that I utilized during the 
semistructured interviews (Charmaz, 2006; Eisner, 1996). 
Throughout the research process, I made the effort to enact reflexivity, most commonly 
understood as personal reflections (Creswell, 2012). As a qualitative and specifically narrative 
researcher, I was intimately involved in the research process and co-construction of meaning 
with my participants. Riessman (2008) suggested “intersubjectivity and reflexivity come to the 
fore as there is a dialogue between the researcher and researched, text and reader, knower and 
known. The researcher report becomes ‘a story’ with readers the audience, shaping meaning by 
their interpretations” (p. 137). Thus, throughout this dissertation journey, I was mindful of my 
potential biases, preconceived ideas, points of view, personal assumptions about arts, and other 
issues that could potentially affect the validity of this study. During the data analysis process, I 
worked collaboratively with selected participants to shape how their stories are recorded. 
Working collaboratively with my participants involved building trust and inclusivity, which 
decreased the potential gap in the stories told for each participant. Creswell (2012) stated 
“collaboration in narrative research means that the inquirer actively involves the participant in 
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the inquiry as it unfolds” (p. 522). My study helped me develop a deeper understanding of 
myself as a person, an artist, a qualitative researcher, and an arts advocate.  
Maintaining an inclusive, trusting, and ethical relationship with my participants were 
essential in order for me to conduct a quality study. Therefore, member checking was 
particularly important in narrative because “the distortion of the data may occur in any research 
study, and it presents an issue for narrative researchers in particular because they rely heavily on 
self-reported information from participants” (Creswell, 2012, p. 523). Creswell suggests that 
narrative stories are truthful experiences and any story has an element of veracity (p. 523). 
Narrative inquiry consists of the researcher and participants working closely together to develop 
and co-construct a narrative. My passion for this study stemmed from a professional dance career 
and an immersive teaching background God afforded me to experience. Art education allowed 
me to witness a positive transformation in students both creatively, emotionally, socially, and 
academically. These are some of the many reason why I am interested in conducting a narrative 
study on arts education advocacy. I echo Clandinin and Connelly (2000) in saying, “life—as we 
come to it and as it comes to others—is filled with narrative fragments, enacted in storied 
moments of time and space, and reflected upon and understood in terms of narrative unities and 
discontinuities” (p. 17). Our lives are filled with meaningful stories and that is what unites us 
through the human experiences. Conducting a narrative study afforded me with the opportunity 
to explore the unique experiences of my participants—advocates for arts education—in great 
depth and detail. It helped me to develop a deeper understanding of myself as a person, an artist, 
a qualitative researcher, and an arts advocate.  
What follows is two chapters comprising data analysis in the form of restorying the 
participants’ narratives about their paths to becoming arts’ advocates and focusing on the themes 
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that unfold their stories within the framework of complexity and nuance of their lived 
experiences (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).  
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Chapter 4: Restorying Lived Experiences Through Advocacy for Arts Education 
“The future belongs to a different kind of person with a 
different kind of mind: artists, inventors,  
storytellers-creative and holistic ‘right-brain thinkers.’” 
-Daniel Pink 
The Power of a Story 
There have been few remarkable occasions in my life that have left me inspired and have 
lit a fire in me as a change agent in my community. As I think back on my journey these last 
months of getting to know my 14 participants, I am left with a sense of humbleness and 
appreciation for being invited to listen to their stories. My participants’ stories and experiences 
have forever changed the course of advocacy for arts education. I feel truly blessed to have had 
the opportunity to listen to the unique and dynamic narratives that will always have a special 
place in my heart. There stories symbolize the voices of arts advocates who fight to provide 
students with a well-rounded education that includes arts education. The stories of each 
participant represent the past, present, and future of arts education in urban schools. The 
favorable 14 (i.e., 14 participants) are the epitome of arts education advocacy when it comes to 
providing a quality arts education for students in their respective districts and communities. Their 
courageous stories will forever serve as a model of change for future school leaders and 
community partners that strive to provide students with a quality education. 
 This narrative study explored the journey of each participant and how the arts first came 
into their lives and what they have done in their careers to promote arts education in urban 
schools. Commonalities include advocacy, funding, exposure, equality, and emotion. 
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This chapter is meant to share special and unique narratives through meaningful data and 
in vivo coding to heighten the participants’ voices and to give value to their stories. Clandinin 
and Connelly (2000) asserted that while it is hard to tell a story, it becomes even more 
challenging to retell a story: “We imagine, therefore, that in the construction of narratives of 
experience, there is a reflexive relationship between living a life story, telling a life story, 
retelling a life story, and reliving a life story” (p. 71). It is my duty as a qualitative researcher to 
retell the stories, experiences, successes, and challenges of my participants and their powerful 
journey on the path of advocacy for arts education. These 14 participants have become a part of 
my life and support system, and I will forever be indebted. Having the pressure to retell their 
stories authentically, ethically, and accurately is a blessing and an opportunity that has changed 
my life as qualitative researcher, artist, and educator. 
Table 1 displays the basic demographical information about each participant, such as 
their education, occupation, supervisory level, institution type, years in professions, and 
leadership style. Each participant was assigned a pseudonym to conceal their identity as well as a 
signifier that best captures the essence of their personality, advocacy style, and individual story. 
The last column of the Table 1 indicates the unique leadership styles as identified by each 
participant.  
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Table 1 
Snapshot: Participant Demographics and Self-Described Leadership Style 
 
Name Age Education 
Field of 
Occupation 
Leadership 
Description 
Self-Identified 
Leadership Style  
Judith “The 
Language 
Whisperer” 
70s Attended the 
Julliard School 
Business Owner 
and Education 
Entrepreneur Visionary 
Rhonda “The 
Supporter” 
60s BA, MA, MA Education Math Coach Helpful 
Korina “Education 
Entrepreneur” 
50s BA, MD Education Charter School 
Founder and 
Emergency Room 
Physician 
Inclusive and 
Direct 
Roxanne 
“Interdisciplinary 
Champion” 
30s BA, MST Education Director of 
Curriculum and 
Instruction 
Collaborative 
Shreya “Advocate 
for Equity and Well-
balanced Education” 
20s BS, MS Education Department 
Chairperson 
Flexible 
Craig “The 
Shakespearean” 
50s BFA Education Theater Director 
and Dean 
Inclusive 
Kim “Artist and 
Educator 
Extraordinaire” 
50s BA, MA Education Founder of 
Nonprofit and 
School 
Administrator 
Visionary 
Allison “Social 
Justice Fighter” 
40s BS, MA and 
PhD 
Education School Principal 
and Diversity 
Coordinator 
Responsive 
Misty “The 
Influencer” 
 
40s BS, MFA Education Assistant Director 
of Admissions, 
Adjunct Professor 
Inspirational 
Charles “The 
Collaborator” 
50s BA Education Theater Director Collaborative 
Bill “The 
Implementer and 
Change Agent for 
Arts Education” 
70s BA, MA, MA Education Director of Visual 
and Performing 
Arts 
Visionary, Life 
Long Learner, 
Historical Best 
Practices, 
Futuristic 
Laura “Broadway 
Actor and Performer 
Extraordinaire” 
50s BA, MFA Education Theater Director Compassionate 
Jasmine “Dynamic 
District Leader” 
 
50s BA, MA Education Assistant 
Superintendent 
for Curriculum 
Fair 
“Susan” Artist, 
Educator and School 
Counselor 
60s BA, M.Ed Education District Director 
of Counseling 
Transformational 
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The Favorable 14: Participants’ Individual Stories 
Judith “The Language Whisperer.” Speaking the Language of School leaders in Her Journey 
to Promote Dance Education and Experiential Learning 
My first participant I have known for 13 years. Judith serves as a great resource and asset 
to the local community and lives and breathes arts advocacy. She was one of the first people that 
came to mind for my narrative study. I remember emailing Judith on January 7th to see if she 
would participate in my study and she replied she was looking forward to participating. She 
confirmed that January 29th at 3:30 p.m. would be the best day to have the interview. I replied to 
her email right away the 29th would be perfect. 
 January 29th finally came and I was both nervous and excited to interview Judith. She 
invited me to conduct the interview at her dance studio and as I drove there, I could feel 
butterflies in my stomach. A lot of different thoughts and questions were going through my 
mind. Should I use two forms of recording for the interview? Suppose someone interrupts the 
interview? What will happen if Photobooth or Rev stop working? All these thoughts and 
questions were coming to mind as I felt a level of anxiety rush over me.  
Once I arrived at the dance studio, I walked up this beautiful white and grey marble 
staircase that led to the entrance of the studio (see Figures 2-7). Once I entered the main door, the 
studio assistant greeted me and said Judith is waiting for me in her office. Once I entered Judith’s 
office she welcomed me with a warm hello and hugged me as she expressed her excitement to 
participate. As I looked around her office, she had beautiful art work of dancers and photos of 
her students and the studio company on her wall. She told me to make myself at home as I sat 
down to get comfortable. I explained to Judith that I would videotape the interview on an 
application called Photobooth and would record the interview on Rev as a second source of data 
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collection. She agreed on her consent form that I was able to use both sources of data collection 
for her interview. As started to record the interview, I thanked Judith for her willingness to 
participate and read my research questions at the beginning of the interview. 
Figure 2 
Photo of Dance Studio Marble Staircase 
 
Figure 3 
Photo of Director’s Office 
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Figure 4 
Photo of Dance Teacher and Students 
 
Figure 5 
Photo of Tree Dancers 
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Figure 6 
Photo of African Woman 
 
Figure 7 
Dance Studio Photo 
 
Judith started the interview by sharing how the arts has made a significant difference in 
her life. She was born having sickled feet and her pediatrician advised her mom that either he 
could restructure the bones in her feet or she could take a ballet class once she was old enough. 
Judith’s mom opted to enroll Judith in ballet class at the age of four and this was her first 
exposure to the arts as a child. Almost immediately, Judith found her passion and her talent was 
undeniable to everyone around her. Her talent led to being a Julliard graduate and being featured 
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in several Broadway musicals and commercials. Judith’s biggest accomplishment was being one 
of the first African American principal dancers for an international acclaimed dance company at 
the height of the civil rights movement. Another accomplishment was being a dance teacher, 
studio owner, and arts education outreach director. Judith asserts:  
Well as an artist myself and knowing what the arts, in my case (dance) did for me, and 
for my success as a person as well as an educator. I found that there was a great need to 
give this to other children, especially children that were in areas that did not offer the 
opportunity of having it in a school system. 
She is known as a modern dance pioneer who has pathed the way for dancers and 
students in urban schools to have exposure to the arts in its many forms. Judith’s years of 
experience spans over three decades and she has been a beacon of change for arts education 
advocacy. Judith explained when she first implemented her arts outreach program 30 years ago, 
she was dedicated to serving K-12 urban public schools in Northern New Jersey. She has found 
over the years that some school administrators do not understand the connection the arts have on 
student learning. They do not understand the connection actually to the brain that dance has and 
can offer a student who is not necessarily successful academically, the opening to success. The 
exposure to the arts can build students’ self-esteem, self-discipline, and self-respect that 
ultimately can lead to a career or life in the arts. 
She mentions school districts are under a lot of pressure to designate time for STEM 
initiatives. Judith expressed in her story even though science, technology, engineering, and math 
are important, they do not deal with the inner person. Judith mentions: 
So, unless we offer in our public schools the opportunity for a child to discover where 
their creative life lives, whether it’s dance, or whether it’s in theater, or whether it’s in 
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music, or whether it’s in visual arts, they often don’t get the opportunity to discover what 
they’re good at. 
Ultimately she found we as artists have to begin to communicate the language of the 
school leader, because if we are speaking two different languages, neither of us is understanding 
the other. It is up to the artist who is trying to convey the bigger picture of the value, then it is up 
to us to learn how to speak the administrative language. Often times this can be challenging due 
to the time constraints of the school leadership team and district. There are issues the 
administrator is facing the artist does not necessarily know, such as time restraints, mandated 
testing, evaluation of teachers, and budget challenges. All of these things come into play, and it 
becomes difficult to convince a person who is under time constraints and administrative 
constraints to say, “Let’s have a dance residency.” They do not understand how it can be of value 
in the other areas in which they are challenged. What has helped Judith’s dance residency was 
coming up with creative ways to integrate dance into the common core subjects. Being able to 
make cross-curricular connections has helped her speak the administrative language and getting 
“buy-in” for the dance residency program. Judith mentioned when you say experiential learning 
to an administrator they say “Oh, that’s wonderful,” and their ears and their eyes are perked up to 
hear you. 
So, we integrate a lot of vocabulary. We teach West African because it gives the cultural 
heritage of the African American, and at the same time it’s storytelling through dance. 
You understand the connection between your culture and how the language was 
movement, the harvest, the fishing, fertility, all of these things through West African are 
in dance. I relate math particularly early on in the Pre-K and Kindergarten because you’re 
learning to count, you’re learning sets of movements. For example, if you do four 
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gallops, and then you freeze for four counts, and then you do four jumps, and then you do 
four gallops, you’ve done gallop, freeze, jump gallop. So, you can sort of see how you 
can put sets of movement together. You can see how if I counted all of that, how many 
sets of four would I have? 
Connecting math to dance is experiential learning and allows students and school leaders 
to see the cross-curricular connections between the two. Judith further explains she has seen 
firsthand the benefits of exposing children from underserved school communities to a kinesthetic 
way of learning. She has witnessed numerous stories of students thriving academically because 
they were given the chance to express themselves through movement which resulted in them 
being focused, energetic, inquisitive, and creative.  
When they have to sit at a desk, and look at a board, and have a pencil in their hand and a 
book on their desk, they don’t have the same sense of self and same sense of 
accomplishment. 
Those are the things that supported Judith’s reasons behind speaking the language of the 
administrator. She then mentions in the United States everything is test oriented and therefore is 
grade oriented. Our education system uses qualitative and quantitative methods for everything. 
Judith stressed that students should be given credit and exposure to the arts instead of a grade for 
dance. As Judith continued to share her story of understanding the language of the school 
administrator, I could sense her life commitment and drive to exposing urban school students to 
dance by speaking the language of the school leader. 
I asked Judith during the interview how and why she became an advocate for arts 
education 30 years ago. She smiled and paused for reflection. Me being a dancer, I could see her 
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body language was thinking back to a story that encapsulated the question I just asked. She 
proceeds to respond: 
Well, I guess I was so annoyed with particularly young African American children, and 
specifically young African American males, being relegated to classes that did not 
challenge them. I remember a particular guidance counselor saying, “I want them to be 
comfortable” and I thought, “What about having them be challenged, and taught, and 
having them strive for something more? That they’re capable of far more?” So, it was 
clear to me that we, as African Americans, have been relegated to a certain standard, and 
I’m very defiant in a very nice way.  
As she shared this heart-breaking experience, I felt myself tearing up as it brought back 
memories from my childhood schooling experiences. Judith then proceeds to say all students 
have limitless potential and should be given the opportunity to tap into their creative talents.  
Her arts outreach program came into fruition because she noticed that the majority of the 
urban school districts in her community only were offering one arts course. Judith said it was the 
lack of art education in the local school districts that inspired her to implement a dance outreach 
program. The outreach has been in existence for 30 years and has served a substantial number of 
students in three urban school districts in Northern New Jersey. Judith all of a sudden during this 
part of this interview, displays a reminiscing smile as she begins to share a story of one of her 
students. “So, neuroscience and dance, most people would say, ‘How do they go together?’ Well, 
she had a goal to be a dance therapist for children with autism.” 
Judith explains that dance can take students many places. It can take you to dance 
therapy, both emotional and physical. Dance can lead a person into a dance critic profession, 
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which allows you to write and share your understanding of the art form. She then continues to 
explain there are many professions the arts can lead a student into. 
At this point in the interview I asked Judith what it means to her to be an arts advocate. 
She laughed and said, “It means I’m crazy, because it’s something that seems to be never 
ending.” She then went on to say that she does not understand why in this country, the arts are 
not valued as an area to strive for.  
It’s really relegated to a trickle-down entertainment, and because I am the founder and 
director of an academy that not only puts outreach programs into public schools, but we 
train dancers as well, and for myself specifically, I wouldn’t be who I am today if I 
hadn’t become a dancer. 
Judith then proceeded to say she gets offended when she hears school leaders and parents 
putting down the arts. She says she takes it personally because they are not valuing me and other 
artists. Judith then mentions her outreach program would not have been in existence for over 30 
years if it was not successful. She mentions the more people that have a success story as a result 
of what the dance outreach program has done, the more it shows value among community 
constituents. 
Funding was also mentioned by Judith during the interview as being a necessity for her 
outreach program to stay in existence. Every year she applies for grants in order to keep the 
program in the local school districts. She mentions this is a necessity because the districts she 
serves do not have enough funding to have a dance residency. Judith goes on to say it costs her 
several thousand dollars each year to write grants over and over again to keep her program alive 
in the schools. Even though the application process for grants is time consuming and costs a lot 
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of money, she said it is essential work in order to provide young people with the dance education 
they deserve. 
Judith credits the success of her outreach program to the ability to hire and retain quality 
teaching artists. She goes on to explain the residency work is not fulltime so it is imperative to 
keep her artists happy so they will continue to work for her. She mentions: 
Well, they’ll never be paid what they’re worth because they’re worth so much more than 
what we can pay, but it is essential that art entities be recognized for what they’re 
providing in terms of employment, because we are providing a source of employment for 
the school districts. 
Making sure her artists are paid well and provided ample opportunities to teach 
throughout the year is important to Judith. Currently, Judith has 40 teaching artists that work for 
the outreach program as well as her studio. 
During the interview I asked Judith what are the essential characteristics and attributes of 
an effective leader who advocates for the arts. Her response was patience, perseverance, and 
believing in what you are doing. Judith also mentions the leader must know how to approach 
resistance because they will experience it along the way. She explains the natural resistance will 
force the artist to learn how to speak and understand the language of the school leaders. Judith 
compared this type of resistance to defending a dissertation. 
It’s probably like defending a doctoral thesis. You’re constantly defending the right for 
what you believe in to exist, and not just to exist as a pimple, but to exist as the whole 
face. This is the face of children who resonate in this place. Let them have it, let them 
discover the connections to their world through the art. 
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 Over the years she has gotten tired of trying to convince school leaders to sign off on the 
dance residency. Judith mentions even though her dance residency has been successful for over 
30 years, developing an initial relationship with the school districts has been challenging. She 
says ultimately you want “buy-in” from the school leaders and parents, but you also want them 
to contribute financially. Often times the school leaders say they value the arts but do not have 
the funding. Judith then goes on to say the grant money she provides the districts, helps with the 
“buy-in” process. 
Another challenging area Judith talked about is scheduling. Once the school leaders have 
agreed to host the dance residency, they have the challenge of scheduling the dance residency 
during the year so it will not conflict with mandated testing. Judith goes on to say the dance 
residency is always scheduled for the first half of the school year so it will not conflict with the 
state exams. The program in some instances has also been taught in the physical education slot, 
so it will not interfere with the common core subjects. 
Judith also mentions she uses differentiated instruction to meet the needs of both special 
education students and the general population students. Catering to every child’s learning style 
has been a successful strategy for Judith. She then proceeds to smile and says with confidence 
that the students enrolled in the dance residency have made tremendous progress with their 
learning. Judith said: 
It made me feel like we had done something right, that they experienced the ability to get 
on a stage, to perform, get applause, do well and succeed. It is all the things that we know 
as artists that really nurture the whole spirit of the child, and encourage that creativity. 
Judith went on to say her view on arts advocacy has expanded as she learned to navigate the 
ways to communicate her advocacy voice.  
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I can say to a child. “Well, how did you get up this morning? Did you stretch? Did you 
wash your face? Did you brush your teeth? Did you go downstairs?” and they can be 
answering yes to all that, and I say, “Well, that’s movement.” 
She says children are able to take everyday movement and seeing it within the context of dance.  
At this point of the interview Judith starts to reflect on the beginning stages of her 
advocacy journey. She points out she learned dances can be made up from anything. It does not 
have to be ballet or the Lester Horton technique or the Martha Graham technique, it is 
movement, movement in space and time, and you have different levels of space. Judith then goes 
on to mention she had never analyzed dance in that way until she started adapting to the outreach 
program. Adapting to the needs of each student allowed her to think differently and see dance 
from various lenses. 
 Faith and moral support have been a big part of Judith’s journey as a dance studio owner 
and founder of a successful dance outreach program. Every advocate is going to have challenges 
along the way, but it is your faith and the support from the community that keeps you going. 
Once you have faith and moral support from community partners, students, parents, and school 
leaders, all the challenges you have are easier to take on. 
Rhonda “The Supporter”: Student Champion and Advocate 
I have had the pleasure of knowing Rhonda for three years. We both belong to a women’s 
organization and do a lot of volunteer work in the community. The two of us were at a chapter 
meeting when I asked her if she would participate in my study. Rhonda agreed without 
hesitation. She then proceeded to say she was honored I asked her. Rhonda asked me if I had 
availability on Friday, February 14th to conduct the meeting and I agreed. We made plans to meet 
at my house since Rhonda lives a few streets away from me. I was excited to have the 
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opportunity to interview my second participant and had “butterflies” of excitement as I waited 
for February 14th to come. 
I remember sending Rhonda a text Thursday evening to confirm Friday’s meeting. She 
responded quickly she was looking forward to our meeting. The interview took place at 4:00 
p.m. and Rhonda arrived right on time. When Rhonda arrived, she was wearing a beautiful black 
coat with a matching hat and gloves. I asked her if I could take her items and store them in the 
hall closet before the meeting starts. I noticed she was wearing a lovely red sweater in honor of 
Valentine’s Day with a nice pair of black dress pants. I invited her into our living room where 
the interview was going to take place. I told Rhonda to make herself at home and asked her if she 
would like anything to drink before we got started. I provided a glass of water at her request. 
Rhonda has been in education for 42 years and has taught both middle school and high 
school math. She currently serves as a math coach and loves working with students and 
collaborating with her colleagues. Rhonda has spent the majority of her career teaching at a 
middle and high school for the Fine and Performing Arts, the school campus houses both a 
middle and upper school as well as a primary school for the Fine and Performing Arts. Her first 
exposure to arts education was through her students. She mentions she saw how passionate the 
kids were about the arts and it sparked her interest in familiarizing herself with various forms of 
art. Rhonda first noticed how good the teachers were with collaborating with one another.  
During the 90s, everything became inclusive and instruction began to be, what do you 
call it? Cross-curricular collaboration. So, with the implementation of the arts and 
students really engaged in the arts, we did a combination. 
Rhonda’s daughter was born in 1993. She became an artist and was involved in all types of art 
both as a child and now as an adult. 
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 Rhonda communicated that in order to be an effective advocate for arts education, you 
must have an unwavering commitment to supporting the arts. She mentions she attends all her 
students’ performances and helps with costume design, set design, and even encourages her 
friends and family to support the performances. Rhonda credits her district with valuing and 
making sure the students have an early exposure to arts education. She attests that upon 
graduation the majority of her students once they graduate, will choose the fine and performing 
arts as a major in college and then as a profession. She says, “We see the fruits of our labor, so I 
guess that’s what drives us to promote the arts.” Rhonda says with pride that her students are not 
only successful in the arts, but they are equally as successful with their academics. Their 
successes allow them to get accepted in excellent colleges and universities. 
 Rhonda mentioned that one challenge is to make sure students have a healthy balance 
between the common core subjects and the arts. She admits her school puts on several 
performances a year, so sometimes the students have a lot of responsibilities and commitments at 
any given time. In regards to state testing, her district makes sure the art classes and 
performances are scheduled at a time that does not conflict with the mandated test schedule and 
test prep. 
 I asked Rhonda if her school district had any funding issues in regards to the arts and she 
proceeded to say “not really.” The district superintendents and building leaders all value the arts 
and provide equitable funding to both the art and academic programs. She mentioned her district 
has a high success rate of college acceptances and students who pursue the arts as their career. 
The districts “data of success” has helped to create a strong outlet of support from the 
community and beyond. Local community performing art centers have also developed a strong 
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partnership with Rhonda’s school district. Having community partnerships have also helped to 
provide the students in the district with a quality education. 
 Rhonda admits her level of advocacy has grown over the years as she continues to 
support the arts program and students in her district. Her advocacy has many facets and runs 
deep as she has seen 42 years of student success. Some of the success includes showing support, 
working collaboratively with colleagues, and affording opportunities for her children to make 
cross-curricular connections. Rhonda believes in allowing her students to make cross-curricular 
connections and finding creative and innovative ways for them to reach their fullest potential.  
Korina “Education Entrepreneur”: Founder of a Successful Charter School That Includes a 
Robust Arts Education Program 
Korina is an emergency room doctor by profession, but has had a strong commitment to 
the fine and performing arts. Her advocacy journey first started when she saw the impact the arts 
had on her daughter. Korina’s daughter had a passion for dance and it was through her 
involvement, that Korina first started to realize the significant impact the arts have on student 
learning. 
Using my daughter for an example, I noticed the excellence that she has for doing her 
schoolwork. For always wanting to do her best. I think that filtrates and moves into their 
exposure to arts education. So, I think it’s important for all children to have an arts 
education. 
One of the reasons that Korina founded the charter school was to provide students in an 
underserved community with a quality education. She realized as an arts advocate that all 
children should have the same education and resources her children were afforded. Since its 
inception nine years ago, the charter school was built on providing students with a stellar 
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education that champions both the arts and academics equally. The charter school is based on the 
main principles of unrelenting learning and college focus, redefining student and teacher 
learning, and investing in community needs and partnerships. Korina contributes to the 
longstanding success of the school by meeting the needs of the diverse learners at her school. 
Utilizing differentiated instruction and catering to the students individual learning needs has been 
rewarding. 
Korina mentions another benefit of opening up a charter school is having flexibility when 
it comes to allocating funds to your programs. Once you decide where the money goes, you need 
to make sure the school leaders are adhering to the budget allocations. As a founder and board 
member, she takes the allocations of funding seriously to make sure the students have access to 
all the necessary programs and opportunities the school offers. 
 Korina, being a strong math and science person, alluded to her community partnerships 
have strengthened over the years through the sharing of data. Providing a substantial amount of 
data to donors and other community constituents has helped her school foster longstanding 
relationships. Showing them the students are performing at high levels academically due to their 
exposure to arts education has been rewarding. 
 Korina’s success as an arts advocate has come through her exposure and understanding 
on the significance the arts has on student learning. She attests arts education provides 21st 
century students with strong self-esteem, confidence, public speaking skills, and a creative outlet 
that allows them to work to their fullest potential. Once a child has the gift of exposure, the sky 
is the limit with opportunities for them to uncover. She shared an example of her daughter 
having a love for dance and teaching dance classes during her spare time. Currently, Korina’s 
65 
 
daughter is a law student at Harvard, but still finds time to volunteer her time to teach dance 
classes at her local YMCA.  
Roxanne “Interdisciplinary Champion”: Working With Teachers to Bring the Arts Into the 
Traditional Common Core Subjects 
Roxanne and I met four years ago and became friends instantly. She is an amazing 
educator and has spent the majority of her career working with students from urban schools. 
Roxanne has served as the Director of Curriculum and Instruction, Department Chairperson, 
History, English, and Guided Reading teacher at a high-performing charter school. I remember 
being invited to meet with Roxanne in her classroom on a Monday afternoon after school hours. 
She welcomed me with a warm smile and a hugged me as I sat down at a of student desk. 
Roxanne was excited to learn more about my study and told me there needs to be more people 
like me to advocate for the arts in urban schools. 
One of the first things I noticed in Roxanne’s classroom was how colorful and vibrant the 
room was. She had student work on display throughout her room. As I looked around her room, I 
saw positive affirmations presented in every corner (see Figures 8 and 9). One of the displays 
that caught my eye was the meditation station in the back of the room. She spoke about the 
meditation station as an area for students to relax and decompress when they need to. Roxanne 
refers to her students as her children and has a nurturing and loving demeanor.  
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Figure 8 
Photo of Roxanne’s Classroom 
 
Figure 9 
Roxanne’s Meditation Station 
 
Her first exposure to arts education came when she was in kindergarten. Growing up in the 
inner city she mentioned the arts as being one of her favorite subjects. 
When I think back on some of the happiest moments for myself as a student, it was more 
than just your basic English, math courses. It was being in the school musical, it was 
participating in the holiday choirs, and definitely also embracing the struggle of trying to 
figure out shading in a visual arts class, and while it was hard, feeling satisfied when I 
finally got it.  
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Roxanne realized pretty early on how much the arts meant to her kids when they had the 
opportunity to participate in a class. Watching them grow and explore their artistic abilities and 
strengths was rewarding to Roxanne. She felt it was her duty and calling to make sure the arts 
were being infused into all the content-based classes. One example she provided was a 
partnership she organized with the math and visual arts teacher. Watching the students see the 
connection between symmetry and how it is applied to both visual arts and math was rewarding. 
Designing lessons that allowed the students and teachers to see the interdisciplinary connections 
made the learning experience “rich” with endless possibilities for all involved. Roxanne’s way of 
advocating is trying to work with teachers that she coaches to see where they can infuse the arts 
in to their own “traditional curriculum.”  
During our conversation, Roxanne mentions the importance of keeping an open dialogue 
and finding resourceful ways of keeping the art programs in schools. She proceeded to say 
funding has always been an issue at her school. However, they try and find innovative ways to 
expose the students to the arts throughout each week. She mentions some of the arts education 
teachers teach during encore periods and during the afterschool program. Roxanne’s school has a 
Saturday program where a few arts classes are offered:  
So, for an example, during Saturday school, there was a budget to bring in outside 
educators specifically for that. So, we were able to offer things to the students. I’m 
thinking of an art seminar that was essentially graffiti, which was extremely popular and 
so fun, and then also beautified the school because then we were able to morph that into a 
mural project that went up. 
Some of the art teachers are students at the local university who teach classes as part of their 
teaching residency requirement. 
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Unfortunately, with the big push over the last 15 years for mandated testing, it is 
sometimes difficult to get stakeholders to “buy-in” to retaining and sustaining art programs. 
Roxanne found when you have advocates that provide statistical data and evidence it speaks to 
how the arts improves social and emotional learning, math, and allows students to receive a well-
rounded education, which helps reduce the pushback. Strengthening the partnerships in the 
community served as another great resource for Roxanne’s school. Developing relationships with 
arts organizations and having them come in throughout the week to work with the students was 
an invaluable experience for all involved. 
One area developed recently was the alumni program at her school. Alumni would come 
back throughout the school year and talk about how the arts have made a significant impact on 
their lives both academically and professionally. She also shared some of the alumni would come 
back after college and would teach art classes, which helped to promote and sustain the program. 
Roxanne also mentioned parent support was another source of advocacy. 
At this point of the interview, Roxanne takes a deep breath and says one of the things that 
keeps her up at night is the idea of arts being cut. She then thinks back to when her cousins and 
brothers were in school. They went through the school system several years before Roxanne, but 
they had a variety of art classes to choose from. Once Roxanne went through school, there were 
fewer options. 
Just knowing that as you cycle through the year, the expectation was that you would 
dabble in several of the arts, and really get an idea of what it is that you love. That wasn’t 
the reality for me, because I came through as the cuts were being made. So, coming up as 
a student and watching those programs get cut strikes me. 
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She also looks at it from the lens of her kids. She says what gets her upset is without the arts, 
would students go through their whole life thinking they are not good at academic subjects 
because the concepts were never applied in a creative way? 
And then what does that mean for students when we talk about having a shortage of 
people going into the STEM industries and sometimes a “lack of interest” in certain 
things? Is it really a lack of interest or not giving students enough of an opportunity to 
apply it in different ways? 
So, Roxanne feels like there is a ripple effect that might happen if we do not get a grip on getting 
students more options. 
 As Roxanne thinks about the strengths she has as an arts advocate, she mentions her 
ability to view issues from a variety of lenses. Keeping the dialogue open with all constituents 
including parents, students, teachers, school leaders, and community partners is essential. No one 
can do it by themselves. The more people advocates can bring into the fold, the more 
perspectives you can bring into the conversation. 
It’s hard to go and infuse more projects, activities, things of the sort that are 
Interdisciplinary without having conversations with the experts or the best version of 
experts you can find within that field. So that, again, just brings up more conversations 
that also offers up this really fun opportunity to then go and get into other people’s 
classrooms. 
One example, that Roxanne described was when she took her students to attend a Shakespeare’s 
“Midsummer Night’s Dream” at a local private school. Roxanne was blown away by how 
spectacular the play was and she wanted to offer something similar at her school. So, Roxanne 
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along with the math teacher at her school collaborated with the theater teachers at the private 
school and were able to offer the same play a year later.  
 All of a sudden, she looks at me with a warm smile as she reminisces on the experiences 
her kids had with the Shakespeare play. She mentions a student may not necessarily love English 
class, but would perform beautifully on stage. In order for you to bring a character to life, you 
have to read the script, analyze the script, empathize, and put yourself into the mindset of the 
character. This is all necessary in order to have the character come to life on stage. She laughs 
and says anyone who becomes a theater kid, is reading on a regular basis. “I mean, there’s just so 
much that just enriches the entire curriculum and speaks to the whole child that can come from 
more time with the arts.” 
 One way to enrich the curriculum so it speaks to the whole child is to drive professional 
development. Faculty and staff are encouraged to observe teachers both in their discipline and 
outside of their discipline. Examining exemplars and creative and innovative ways to teach 
children are embraced at Roxanne’s school. This interactive structure has had a strong impact on 
teacher and student learning. There were some professional development days set aside during 
the school year to evaluate and observe teachers at neighboring schools as well. The idea of 
bringing back to the community what you have learned helped to drive faculty development. 
Just the nature of being in a school and those one-on-one conversations with the staff that 
was the perfect opportunity to ask about the arts. If you walked by and saw a bulletin 
board set up to preview a performance that was happening, that’s a natural way into a 
conversation to hear more about what they’re doing to infuse arts into their curriculum. 
An area where Roxanne has had to assert herself is standardized testing and test prep. She 
has seen firsthand the pressure that mandated tests puts on her kids. Roxanne has had to push for 
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her students to have equal time in their arts classes. Often times the school would push for 90-
minute blocks of math and English and would shorten the length of the arts classes. Roxanne 
described her frustration in faculty meetings because this was not healthy for the students. 
Having students sit at their desks for long stretches of time is not healthy from a social, 
emotional, and physical stand point. Roxanne had mentioned this area has always been an uphill 
battle for art advocates at her school. Her mission is for school leaders, teachers, and for all 
students to see the value of the arts. Art classes should carry the same academic weight on a 
student’s GPA as the common core subjects. Roxanne also continues to make sure the art 
teachers are being treated equitably and her school remains inclusive. 
Roxanne describes the need for continuous exploration, creativity, and innovation when it 
comes to teaching and infusing arts across the disciplines. Allowing students to be creative and 
to foster and nurture artistic expression is going to prepare them for the many career 
opportunities out there. She encourages all advocates to not give up on the significance of the 
arts in urban schools. She says we owe it to the children to give them the best education possible. 
An education they can be proud of as our future leaders. 
Shreya “Advocate for Equity and Well-Balanced Education:” Fights for Equality in Having 
Students Exposed to a Well-Balanced Education That Includes the Arts 
 I remember being excited as I met with Shreya on Friday afternoon at 3:30 p.m. School 
had just let out so she was saying goodbye to her students in the hallway and making sure they 
had their homework for the weekend. As she was hugging her student’s good-bye, I could sense 
the level of love she has her students. After saying goodbye to all her students, she invited me in 
to her classroom. Shreya told me to make myself comfortable and offered me the option to sit 
anywhere in her room. My eyes were drawn to her graphic novel display and  her colorful 
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bullentin boards (see figure10). I asked her if she would allow me to videotape the meeting, and 
she laughed and said “yes but first let me check my hair and makeup.” I smiled and said “no 
problem, just let me know when you are ready.” Once she pulled out her compact mirror and 
took a quick glimpse of herself, she let me know she was ready to begin.  
Figure 10 
Photos of Shreya’s Classroom 
   
Shreya serves as a department chairperson with an extensive background in curriculum 
and instruction, diversity, equity, and inclusion work. She speaks her mind and is not afraid to 
voice her opinion no matter what the topic of discussion happens to be. When I asked Shreya to 
participate in my study, she replied immediately she would be delighted to participate. 
 Shreya was born in New York and was first exposed to the arts as a young child. She 
studied all different forms of dance, but had a passion for Bollywood and classical Indian dance. 
Both of Shreya’s parents were born and raised in India. They both taught her from a young age 
to be proud of her heritage. Shreya absolutely loved her culture and felt a strong connection to 
her heritage both on stage and off. Once Shreya was in high school, she performed with a local 
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dance company that focused solely on classical dance and Bollywood. Her commitment to the 
company was so strong she stayed with the company once she graduated high school and went 
off to college. 
I’ve always been interested in arts education. I myself, have been a dancer since I was 
about five-years old. That’s what really got me into it. And I think part of being a great 
student scholar is to be well rounded. So, it’s not just about the academics, it’s also about 
the arts and other extra-curriculars that the kids join. 
Shreya believes all teachers should be advocates for arts education because it is essential 
students receive a well-balanced education. Providing students with many options allows them to 
learn in a variety of ways and taps into their artistic strengths. One of the ways Shreya shows 
advocacy is through the support she shows her students. She is consistent with supporting her 
students’ artistic endeavors such as attending their concerts, performances, and art exhibits. 
Shreya admits teachers have to be “present” both in the classroom and outside the classroom. 
She explains that is first and foremost. As an advocate, you have to practice what you preach. 
Being around the students and their families and showing support strengthens the relationship 
she has with them. Advocating for arts education is a true partnership that requires the backing 
from all involved. Seeing teachers go to these things, showed administrations it was important 
and it meant a lot to the kids and it meant a lot to the teachers and the faculty. 
Even though Shreya’s school had art education classes, the majority of the classes were 
offered during afterschool. She explains even though the school leaders valued the arts, they felt 
tremendous pressure with state testing and test preparation to allot class periods to academic 
subjects. Often, Shreya would find they did not make allowances to have a full-time arts program 
due to the pressures of mandated tests. The fine and performing arts classes met once every six-
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day cycle. Each class met for a 55-minute period. Shreya admits this was not enough time for the 
students, however, she did not feel administration would allot more time during the week. 
Shreya and her colleagues would find creative ways to incorporate the arts into their 
curriculum since they were given more time with the students. 
I have my students’ multiple times during the day. There are ample opportunities for arts 
education within my school day. So, within math, reading, writing, social studies, I can 
include some of the arts in my day-to-day.  
 She admits she has seen firsthand how the arts has helped to decrease stress and anxiety 
in her students. Shreya mentions it is hard for her fourth graders to sit at their desk for a long 
period of time. Her students need to get out of their seats. They need to engage different parts of 
their brain, which arts education allows. 
 Shreya tells me the only way to persuade school officials and community members that 
the arts should have a significant place in K-12 education, is through data showing them the 
statistics and comparing test results of students with arts exposure versus those who do not. 
Shreya says if she could take an educated guess, she would bet the well-rounded students 
probably score better on the mandated tests versus the students who have not had exposure. 
 Shreya defines one of her strengths as being vulnerable to her students. She shows them 
videos of her dancing and encourages them to explore their creative side. Whenever she shares 
her videos with the class, their faces “light up.” She encourages them to be their authentic self 
and to not be afraid to try different things; whether it is taking a visual art or another outlet of 
interest. The arts have helped build her students confidence and has given them the power to take 
control of their own destinies, whatever that might be. 
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 She encourages current arts advocates and future arts advocates to not be afraid to speak 
the truth. As arts advocates, we have to be the captain of our own ship in order to drive change. 
At the end of the day, it takes the support of the entire community to fight for the well-rounded 
education our scholars deserve. Shreya has had a long-standing commitment to urban education 
and knows her students are capable of achieving their dreams and aspirations. The community 
has to stand together in unity so the scholars of today can be the leaders of tomorrow. 
Craig “The Shakespearean”: Noticing the Impact That the Arts Had on People’s Lives 
I met Craig 13 years ago. The first time I met Craig was when he attended one of our 
department meetings. I remember being nervous to meet him, because I had heard from so many 
people that he was a theater genius. After all, he was loved and respected by everyone in the 
community. Craig had also developed an amazing rapport with the students. When we first met, I 
remember Craig greeting me with a warm smile and saying, “It’s nice to meet you.” All of a 
sudden, the nervousness I was feeling had subsided. He then proceeded to tell me about the 
Shakespeare residency he was doing with the seventh grade. Craig also mentioned he does 
residences in several urban school districts in the area. The residences were all organized through 
a local performing arts center. 
Craig was hired to do a Shakespeare residency with seventh grade students. The seventh-
grade core work is Shakespeare. He would come in to teach the Shakespeare unit in the seventh 
grade English classes. The residency encompassed cross-curriculum work with both the English 
and Fine and Performing Arts departments. At the end of the unit, the students would put on a 
play for the middle school community to enjoy. 
Having the opportunity to know Craig for over a decade, I knew he would be an excellent 
participant for my narrative study. As I thought about asking him to participate, I began to feel 
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nervous. I knew I had to overcome my nervousness and ask Craig if he would be willing to 
participate. To my surprise, he agreed to participate and was excited to hear more about my 
study. 
We decided to meet on a Monday afternoon. Craig offered to come to my dance room for 
the interview (see Figures 11 and 12). When Monday approached, I felt excited because I was 
looking forward to Craig sharing his story with me. At our scheduled time, I heard a knock at the 
door. I looked up from my computer and it was Craig. I told him to come in and he says “Are 
you ready for me?” I replied “absolutely.” I told him to sit down and make himself comfortable. 
I felt grateful and humble as I prepared myself to hear his history. 
Figure 11 
Photo of the Dance Studio Where Craig Was Interviewed 
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Figure 12 
Dance Studio Ballet Barre 
 
Craig explained the arts have been a part of his life ever since he could remember. His 
father was a painter and he would regularly visit museums and attend performances. He took a 
creative drama class in college and knew this was an area he was passionate about pursuing. His 
love for theater was so apparent that he was asked in college to teach a local drama class to third 
and fourth graders. He said that was the beginning of his journey in education. 
His journey with arts advocacy started when he saw the impact it had on people’s lives. 
Craig has seen a lot of students over the years benefit from having someone offer them an 
experience with making art. He mentions when he teaches theater, he always does it with the 
students in mind. Craig wants to shed light on the significance of the art being created so people 
see the advantage of it. When Craig thinks about advocacy, he views it as a platform to support 
students who want the freedom to participate in the arts. Standing up for students who want the 
chance to participate is one of Craig duties as an arts supporter.  
The residency work allowed Craig to recruit students to participate in his theater classes 
and performances. Exposing inner city children to theater was one of his biggest 
accomplishments. He explained the residency allowed him to recruit students that might not 
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otherwise have been interested in taking part. Eventually, the word spread and he had a lot of 
students interested in taking his classes. 
As an artist in residence, I have a really strong belief that you should not ever be in a 
school for less than 40 hours. I just don’t think it’s really beneficial to the students to see 
you for an hour or just even for a day. I think the best benefit come from an artist in 
residence going their long term. So, I did long term residences, where I would be in 
schools for several weeks at a time on and off. That part was advocacy and part just 
making art with kids. 
One area important to Craig was making art for art’s sake. He was not trying to change the 
child’s life through art. His classes made art for art’s sake and let the art speak for itself. Craig 
understood art was going to affect each child differently and that was okay. 
 Craig over the course of his professional career as an educator and leader has had many 
challenges when it came to advocating and implementing arts education programs in his districts. 
He has witnessed dismissive school leaders as well as the stress of having limited funding. Craig 
indicates there have been situations where he was not able to reach as many kids as he would 
have liked due to lack of resources and funding. During his tenure at a well-known performing 
arts center, he was encouraged to integrate his curriculum across the academic disciplines. This 
resulted in the students being able to have exposure to art throughout the day. Craig realized 
early on that exposing his kids to theater was going to have a significant impact on their learning 
and in their life. He revealed that every day he is teaching his students, he is demonstrating the 
value and importance of “art.” 
 One of Craig’s strengths as an advocate is the work he does on a daily basis. He thinks 
this is true to the work he does now. He reveals his work is valued by the students, parents, 
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teachers, and administrators. Craig’s view on arts education is always evolving. He is always 
looking for different ways to effectively reach his students. Reaching students both from a 
creative place as well as from a social and emotional place is important to him. His aim is for the 
students to see the beauty and joy in everything they learn. One of Craig’s purposes is for his 
students to think critically and be able to answer hard questions through their learning. 
I think that the way that the arts have shaped me as a leader, and I think this probably be 
true for anybody that does any kind of leadership, is the difference between that creative 
inspiration, where it just runs away and you get an idea and you can play with it and it 
just feel fantastic. 
Craig admits he is always reflecting and working on his professional development as a life-long 
learner.  
 Craig contributes the success of his journey with advocacy to being able to go into the 
school and make arts available to students. Everything he does advocates for the arts. Arts makes 
life better and improves students spiritually, holistically, and emotionally. The arts also help with 
self-esteem, confidence, and public speaking skills. Craig also indicates the arts help children to 
become effective problem solvers. 
We live in a culture that is full of images and storytelling, and I think it helps them be 
better consumer of both of those things, images and storytelling. I think it helps them be 
more creative in their problem solving. I think it helps them with their communication 
skills. As communication becomes more rapid and more bifurcated and spread all over 
the place, and in so many different platforms, it helps them choose the best way to 
communicate their ideas. 
80 
 
He encourages all advocates and aspiring advocates to learn more and do more. Craig 
mentions it is never too late to advocate. There are national and local groups active in promoting 
arts education. In addition to the national and local groups, there are many other resources for 
advocates to use. His greatest wish is he could talk to those kids he taught 30 years ago that he 
has lost touch with and say: 
“Do you remember this and what did you get from it? What impact did it have on your 
life?” There’s a lot of kids that I’ve taught over the years that I still look back and I 
wonder what ever happened to them.  
Craig hopes and prays his arts advocacy journey has touched the lives of his students in a 
meaningful way. His life-long commitment to arts education has spanned over 33 years of 
experience. As he looks to the future, his life work of bringing theater to children is far from 
over. His story is ongoing and his allegiance to the arts and learning is unwavering.  
Kim “Artist and Educator Extraordinaire”: Tapping Into Multiple Ways of Learning 
I was referred to Kim by a colleague of mine who thought she would be a great asset to 
my study. I remember being excited to email Kim to see if she would be willing to participate in 
my narrative story. She called me a week later and told me she would be thrilled to participate. 
When we spoke by phone, she apologized for not calling me sooner. Kim explained she had just 
come back from Mexico. She had gone on a family vacation and did not have access to Wi-Fi on 
the cruise ship. I told her not to worry and I appreciated her taking time to speak with me. Kim 
asked me if we could meet the following Monday afternoon at a local student center where she 
would be teaching. With delight, I agreed. On Monday morning at 10:30 a.m. I texted Kim to 
confirm our 4 p.m. meeting. She confirmed with a text and said she is looking forward to 
meeting me later. I texted her back and said I was looking forward to meeting her as well. 
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As I was driving from work to the student center, I felt fortunate and blessed that Kim 
made time to meet with me that afternoon. I arrived 25 minutes early because I was not sure if I 
was going to find parking right away. Once I entered the student center, the security guard at the 
entrance asked me to show identification. She then proceeded to ask me to sign my name on the 
visitor page. I agreed. A short time later, the security guard called Kim and let her know I had 
arrived at the front desk. Kim arrived a few minutes later and greeted me with a warm handshake 
and smile. She said she was happy we had a chance to meet and was delighted that our mutual 
friend put us in contact with one another. Kim asked me if I wanted a quick tour of the student 
center. Kim proceeded to show me two dance studios, music rooms, a homework room, a library, 
and a couple of visual art studios. The student center is a place where the students in her school 
district can come to participate in extracurricular activities and get their homework done. 
After the tour, Kim asked me if we could conduct the interview in the student library. 
When we arrived to sit down, we soon discovered one of the educators was going to host a 
financial literacy workshop in the library. We then decided to find another space for the meeting. 
We came across a quiet work space near the front entrance to conduct the interview. I thanked 
Kim again for meeting with me.  
Kim was exposed to art at a young age. She explained there was always music in her 
home. Her mother was a dancer and a huge jazz enthusiast, so Kim was always surrounded by 
art. Her father also had a fond appreciation for music. He played both the guitar and the banjo. 
The arts were always a big part of Kim’s life. 
She mentioned she first developed an interest in arts education through a 
recommendation she received from another professional artist. The artist happened to have a 
daughter with autism and started her own arts education company. She found the music exposure 
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helped her daughter tremendously with her autism. When she saw Kim performing 
professionally in a local play, she mentioned she would be great with kids. Once Kim thought 
about it for a while, she decided to give it a try. The two of them started teaching special needs 
students in New York City: 
So, we started to work with children in New York City, district 75 that were diagnosed. 
And then it just became a real passion with us. And we started to research adaptive 
instruments. So, then we could work with students in wheelchairs. We found drums that 
we could clip into the wheelchairs so they could use one arm, they could hit it this way. 
We found triangles that we could hang from the chairs, we would take speakers and lay 
them on the floor so they could feel the vibration that they couldn’t see. And out of that, 
we started to work in classrooms. And so, we were bringing music to children with 
special needs. And then we started to incorporate the other arts, music, dance, drama, 
visual arts, because it works. It works and it’s really a way in. 
Kim realized at this point in her career how the arts has a significant impact on student learning. 
 She admitted she first became an advocate when she realized children learn in different 
ways. Kim mentioned Howard Gardiner’s “Multiple Intelligence” theory and explained as 
educators, we have to find unique ways to teach each child. Teaching every child the same way 
is not going to work. Some students are visual learners, while some may be kinesthetic leaners. 
Kim revealed she has seen a lot of students of color being labeled as “special needs” because 
they did not adapt to the teacher’s way of learning. Kim expressed the importance of 
differentiated instruction. She explains it is imperative that teachers recognize each child is smart 
and learns in their own way. As educators, we should not be so quick to assume kids should be 
labeled as “special needs” when they could just have a different way of learning.  
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The majority of the kids assigned to Kim’s class were labeled as “special needs.” She 
remembers asking herself, where are the arts? Why are the teachers using only Type A strategies 
to teach the kids? What happens to the kids who are creative learners and thinkers? 
So, if you’re taking all that out of the classroom, then you’re removing a strongly 
effective tool that you can use to penetrate and use to get in. You have to get in. If you 
care enough about it. If you’re just going to strictly be a person that deals with just 
mathematical type of learning, or if you’re not willing to open it up, then you’re going to 
lose half your students. And we don’t want that. 
Kim speaks to the arts as being a catalyst for a new way of teaching and learning. Utilizing 
creative and innovative ways of learning is essential. Understanding the diversity in student 
learning is essential. 
 Kim has over 40 years of professional experience. She has performed throughout the 
Unites States and Europe. Kim is an Orff certified teacher and has years of experience in urban 
school districts both in New York and New Jersey. She holds a master’s degree and serves as an 
Adjunct Professor of Early Childhood Education. Kim also is the co-founder of an arts not-for-
profit organization that provides arts-in-education programs to many communities throughout the 
New Jersey and New York area. She co-founded the organization with her husband. The 
organization offers residency programs both in-school and afterschool. The residences include 
performance assemblies as well as teacher and parent development training workshops that help 
infuse the arts into the school curriculum. The not-for-profit also teaches alternative approaches 
to teaching and learning that nurture multicultural awareness and acceptance of students with 
special needs. In addition to her arts organization, Kim also serves as a district school leader for 
a local urban school district. 
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 She explains she wears many hats as an arts advocate. Kim also said her journey with arts 
advocacy encompasses everything she stands for. “But it means everything. It’s probably the 
most important work that I do. I think it’s who we are. We live it and breathe it every day. It’s 
hard to imagine.” Kim admits that throughout her journey with arts advocacy she had to show 
data in order to get buy-in for the work she does in schools. She then explains she never thought 
she would need to be a statistician to be an advocate. However, people need to be able to see 
concrete information. She also admits when the data compares test scores to students who have 
had exposure to the arts versus students who have not, the numbers always seem to justify the 
positive impact the arts have on learning. “If you immerse your students in the arts, you’re more 
likely to have the outcomes that you’re looking for. Your math scores may improve, your 
attendance will be better.” 
Kim shares with me an example of a blue-ribbon school district she taught in for several 
years. The district had to reduce their budget by a substantial amount and decided to keep the arts 
program fulltime because they valued how much of an impact it had on student learning. What 
the district ultimately decided was to cut the world language program. They decided to offer the 
language program during the after-school program for students who were interested in 
participating. “And I thought this is a poignant example that shows of how if the administration 
has a good handle on how their kids learn, then they’ll know what to keep and what to discard. 
And that’s important.” The school administration’s efforts paid off because the district is ranked 
number three in the state. 
 Kim shares with me that in order to be an effective advocate and leader for arts, you need 
passion and good communication skills. Having the ability to win support in the community is 
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huge. As an advocate, you have to have an effective way to pull people in. She also mentions 
you cannot be afraid to provide data in your advocacy pitch. 
 She shares with me that funding has always been a challenge. Funding has been an issue 
in her roles as a co-founder for an arts organization as well as a school administrator. Kim 
explains the funding sources and the bureaucracies a leader experiences. The timelines you have 
to follow in a district versus the timelines you have to follow for grants may be different. You 
are trying to get the district to understand the grant guidelines and you are trying to get the grant 
organizations to understand the district rules and policies. 
Okay, I get the money. But now we’ve got, bureaucracy sometimes they’d have their own 
individual requirement that prohibits me from sometimes delivering what you really can 
deliver, because of the processes that each one requires you to do. And it can be really 
tough. So, as you go along, if you know your district, you might be able to fashion your 
grant or look for grants or look for funding that are more amenable or viable for your 
district needs. Because ultimately, the district is probably going to be the main person 
you’d have to satisfy because you’re dealing with the students that are in the district. 
Kim reiterates that finding a funding source that can be molded and shaped into the needs of the 
district is going to be the most successful.  
Another area Kim mentions is the pressures of mandated testing. She tries to show the 
districts that data exposure to arts education helps students with their testing skills. Kim tries to 
show them information that supports how math and music go together and how drama helps 
students with their anecdotal writing assessments. She has been known to revise old practice 
tests so they cater more to a creative learning style. Once she shows the test results to the school 
leaders, she receives automatic buy-in. Kim indicates the importance of having a partnership 
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with the school leadership team. Keeping the lines of communication open between all 
constituents helps with advocacy and community support. “So, one without the other is not 
feasible. So, you really want the principals to see that we’re working with creativity. And that’s 
the benefit here. It’s going to come across in any field. Every field.” 
Early exposure to arts education is recommended in order to maximize learning. Pres-
school classes and kindergarten classes use creativity to teach learning. Kids are learning their 
colors and alphabet through music and dance. Kim has seen students in the beginning years of 
their development grasp learning concepts right away, because they are encouraged by discovery 
and creativity. As a result, the educators can see a love of learning during the early years. 
However, once a child is in fourth or fifth grade sometimes the love of learning disintegrates. 
Often she will find out that districts have cut their arts programs. That is when she will offer to 
implement an arts residency so the school can see the difference it makes on students outlook on 
school. 
Once the principals have approval of arts education, they will begin to offer professional 
development with their faculty and staff. Kim indicates this is one clear sign the community has 
developed a partnership in supporting the arts on a consistent basis. 
So professional development can be a way to sometimes talk to professionals, the 
teachers and principals, and say, “Can we bring them in?” And often the teachers want to 
do that, but if the principal sets the tone, then we can go in and try that. 
Professional development allows teachers and leaders to see a fresh approach to learning. 
 Kim’s strengths as an arts advocate comes from her 40 years of experience as a 
professional artist and educator. She mentions that sometimes her students will ask her if they 
can pursue a career in the arts. “How can we make money in that? That’s a very important 
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question. So what might separate artists from some teachers is just not they are any talented or 
less talented, just the experience.” Kim acknowledged it is a good calling card. She then replies 
arts are not a fad. They have been around for a very long time and that is a strong case when you 
speak to students. 
 Kim’s leadership consists of maintaining artist integrity and fostering relationships within 
the community. She enjoys bringing professional artists into the classroom. Kim believes artistry 
is a gift that should be shared. She has a sense of satisfaction when she is able to share artists 
from all walks of life with her students. 
 She also believes exposure to arts education can provide students with transferable skills 
for choosing career paths. They may decide to pursue the arts or they may pursue another field. 
Exposure to the arts will help to prepare them for whatever occupation they choose. Kim wants 
her students to know just having the exposure to arts education is going to prepare them for the 
future. 
 Kim reiterates that advocacy consists of developing a relationship with students, school 
leaders, parents, and community partners. In order to successfully implement arts education 
programs, you need the support of the village to get it done. She admits she was lucky to have 
early exposure to the arts because both her parents were artists. This is not the case for a lot of 
people. Some individuals do not have the luxury to have early exposure. Kim admits the road to 
advocacy is far from over, but we have to keeping pushing the value of arts forward. She says 
current advocates and future advocates have to continue to do the work so we can keep the arts 
alive in our schools. 
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Allison “Social Justice Fighter”: Fighting for Inner City Kids to be Exposed to the Arts 
 I met Allison six years ago. She has served as a school principal; a department 
chairperson; a diversity, equity, and inclusion coordinator; and a fifth grade teacher. She has 
spent the majority of her career in urban school districts. Allison considered it a form of social 
justice for students in urban areas to be exposed to a well-rounded education that includes the 
arts. I asked Allison if she would participate in my study and she was excited to do so. 
 She asked me if I could come to her classroom on a Tuesday afternoon, since she does 
not tutor kids on Tuesdays. As I entered her classroom, I saw her students’ book report 
illustrations on display. Her room felt warm and inviting and she had posters that highlighted the 
arts on her bulletin board (see Figures 13-15). I told her I much I admired her room and that she 
provided a learning oasis for the children. Allison asked me to sit down and make myself 
comfortable. She then asked me if she needed to sign anything for participating. I gave her the 
consent form for her to read and sign. 
Figure 13 
Photo of Allison’s Creative Classroom 
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Figure 14 
Photo of Allison’s Student’s Creative Projects 
 
Figure 15 
Photo of Allison’s Creative Bulletin Board and Classroom 
 
 Allison’s first exposure to the arts was in elementary school. She said she had visual art 
once a week. Her exposure also came from her seeing the impact the arts had on her younger 
sister. At the time, her sister attended a magnet school for the fine and performing arts. She 
would attend some of the performances at her sister’s school and was blown away by the caliber 
of the shows. Allison says “When I attended the performances I thought I was on Broadway.” 
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Allison was also exposed to art education when she attended a private boarding school in 
Massachusetts. Her school had a fulltime arts program that included a dance, theater, 
photography, visual arts, band, and music programs. This diversity of arts education really 
opened up Allison’s mind. “Wow, you have all of this in one school.” After high school, she was 
able to enroll in arts classes in college as well.  
 Allison shares in the inner city schools where she taught, usually there was only visual 
arts offered to kids. She said some of the schools where she worked had limited band programs 
and school plays. Allison developed an interest in arts education when she realized it was an 
opportunity for students to express themselves. She witnessed it as an outlet for children to 
succeed. “I really became interested in the arts as a teacher because I saw some students who 
really struggled academically, but maybe this child was an amazing actor or the child was a great 
singer or dancer.” She references that sometimes some of her students will get a “C” on a 
particular assignment, however, in music class they are shining. 
 Allison’s journey with arts advocacy came when she first started teaching. She has a 
special allegiance to the urban school districts because she grew up in the same neighborhood 
where she taught. Allison saw firsthand how cutting arts programs had a devastating effect on 
kids. 
She knew her “fight” for arts advocacy was going to be a challenge. However, she felt 
she owed it to her kids. She did not want their education limited to just the academic subjects. 
Allison assumed the arts were only going to take place at school. Allison understood the parents 
of her students did not have the financial means to pay for after school arts programs. Not 
because they do not want too, but because there was not enough money to do so. So any 
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programming the kids had was going to take place during the school day. That is why Allison 
became an advocate to encourage the school leaders and decision makers not to cut the arts. 
 Allison admits in order to be successful as an advocate, you must have fortitude. Funding 
is one of the biggest challenges with implementing arts programming. Having grit when you are 
asking for money to implement art programs can be hard.  
“Can I have money in the budget to get a music teacher?” Not a part-time music teacher, 
but a full-time music teacher. It’s unfortunate because you keep hearing. “No, no, no, no, 
no. We do not have the money for this, but we will pay for the basketball coach.” Not to 
say that you do not need athletics, but to get them to realize the value in the arts is equally 
as important 
 Advocates and aspiring advocates have to believe in what they are advocating for. It is 
imperative they have a strong belief in the power of arts and what it can do for exposure and 
learning. Allison also indicates advocates need to have an appreciation for the arts. She said it is 
important to have the school leadership value and appreciate the need to sustain art education. 
The leader has to, in his or how own time, go and be exposed to the arts. I think the 
leader needs to go to the opera. This leader needs to go to concerts, they need to go to the 
museum, to go to dance performances. 
Leaders need to be able to come back to the school and say “I am going to bring the arts back.” 
Once they are committed to allotting money toward the arts. It allows students to have the 
exposure they need and deserve. 
 Allison has always had to find creative ways to incorporate the arts in the classroom. She 
would teach grammar by singing, rapping, and utilizing spoken word. She would also show her 
students theater and dance performances. One of the schools she worked at had a robust arts 
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program. She shared the school had a well-established gospel choir and a dance program which 
never got cut. The programs were never cut because the building and district leadership had an 
appreciation for the arts. 
 At this point in the interview, I asked Allison why she advocates for the arts with the 
pressures she faces with mandated testing. 
You are not going to take tests very single day of your life. There is a point where that 
stops. But the arts continue. You will always be surrounded by music. You will always be 
surrounded by sculptures, paintings, dancing, all of these things that make you a well-
rounded person. And that is the reason why I think it is important to be exposed to this 
because you want students to be well-rounded when they get out of school. Very rarely 
are people going to ask you, “How did you perform on the eighth grade high stakes 
tests?” 
Allison stresses the importance of providing children with a well-rounded education to better 
equip them for their future. She explains educators have to be able to prepare their students for 
college. Colleges are looking for well-rounded students.  
 I asked her if there is anything that weighs heavily on her mind as an advocate. She 
mentions not much has changed since she graduated in 1991 from the urban school district she 
attended. She graduated from the district in 1991. Students who are currently enrolled have the 
same limited exposure that Allison had. She said the lack of progress upsets her.  
You should not get to high school and this be the first time that you have seen a beautiful 
high school play. You should see that in your middle school. You should see that on 
some levels in elementary school. You should not, for the first time, see string 
instruments as a ninth-grader.  
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Exposing students at an early age is important. Allison begins to tear up because she thinks about 
her niece and nephew who are in elementary school. Her niece and nephew are enrolled in the 
same district Allison and her siblings attended. She says both of their schools have little to no 
arts programming. She says why is it that my niece and nephew schools have limited exposure to 
the arts, but the suburban school districts do not? 
 Allison admits one of her strength as an advocate is she believes in the arts. She is an 
educator that will also push to for arts education programming. “We need an art program. We 
need art supplies. We need this money to buy supplies, to have this program. I have always been 
willing to advocate for that and I think that is my strength.” 
 She says another one of her strengths is she values valuing the arts as much as the 
academic content areas. Allison indicates she gives all content areas equal weight in value. Each 
subject area has a lasting effect on a child’s development. Allison admits when she first started 
teaching she loved the arts, however, she was not fully aware of the importance of the arts. She 
mentioned there were times when she was not able to fully articulate why arts is needed.  
So I have changed in that area because now, I know that it is. I have had enough years to 
go by that I can say I am a witness. I have seen it. I have seen how children light up when 
they walk into the dance studio. 
Allison has seen over the last 21 years how the arts brighten her students’ day. She has also seen 
the benefits the arts have on special needs students.  
When I say special needs, children who might be part of a special education program. 
Some of them, having the ability to go into the arts classroom that is where they are going 
to thrive. That is what unlocked something in your mind that allows them to come to 
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school and to be happy and have joy because they know and say, “Hey, I am going to go 
to instrumental music.” 
At the beginning of her career, she admits she was still learning how important the arts were to 
her students. However, over two decades later, she says she has seen the impact it has had on all 
her students. She proceeds to say she has seen the research that show the arts are necessary. 
Moreover, Allison has seen the social and emotional progress as well as the academic 
advancement of the kids. 
 Allison suggests we should advocate for the beneficial outcomes arts education has on 
student learning. How we evolved from Brown versus the Board of Education? As educators 
who are supposed to be providing our students with a well-rounded and quality education. How 
have we changed as an education system that is supposed to be providing students with an 
equitable education? The suburban schools have significant amount of resources and 
programming however the urban school districts have very little. 
We are not upholding the law from my standpoint. And then I could take it a step further 
and I could say, “How much further have we come from plantation schools if we don’t 
offer this when we can?” There is enough money. It is unfair to our communities of color, 
which happens to, for the most part, make up the inner city. It is an issue of morals and if 
we are true Americans. I do not know how we can say that this is okay to not have the 
arts in the inner city. 
Allison reiterates the importance of every child receiving a well-rounded education. The quality 
of the education students receive should not be determined by the area and zip code they are 
from. 
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 She also mentions she believes strongly in interdisciplinary work and collaboration. 
Teachers should review their curriculums with other educators and look at ways they can bring 
interdisciplinary teaching in their classroom. Having the students make meaningful cross-
curricular connections provides them with an enriched education. 
 Allison concludes her story by referencing Aristotle, Plato and Socrates and their beliefs 
on “living free” and not living in a “slave existence.” Arts education opens up children’s minds 
and encourages them to think freely, discover freely, create freely, and have the ability to express 
themselves artistically. The arts also promote openness and social and emotional health. 
By having an arts education, we are opening our minds. We are expanding our view. We 
are not living in chains as students… Plato was speaking to his student Glaucon. Having 
arts education makes you a better citizen. It makes you culturally competent. The arts 
open doors for you. You can be an African American student from an urban school 
district, who learns dance in high school and you end up going to Russia. Maybe you 
don’t speak the language, but you speak the language of dance. Now you are able to 
travel around the world. You are able to interact with people from other cultures because 
of dance. It opens doors. 
The arts make you well-rounded. The arts help you in a variety of different ways. I would not be 
what I am today without the exposure to arts education. 
Misty “The Influencer” 
Misty and I made plans to meet at her office on a Monday afternoon. I remember calling 
her the night before to confirm our visit. She told me she was looking forward to our meeting 
and was delighted to participate in my study. As I walked into her office, I was enchanted by 
how warm and inviting her office was. Misty serves as an admissions coordinator for a school in 
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New Jersey. Misty had beautiful photos of the students on display throughout her office. Misty 
greeted me with a warm hello and asked me if I would like any tea, water, or coffee. I thanked 
her and told her that I did not need anything to drink. She then asked me if I wanted to sit on the 
couch or if I wanted to sit near her desk. I told her that sitting in front of her desk would be fine. 
I was happy to see Misty’s excitement and was grateful she made time to meet with me. 
Her first exposure to arts education came as a child. Misty remembered taking her first 
dance class when she was four years old. Misty’s mother had always taken her to dance 
performances from the time she could walk and talk. She mentions that for as long as she could 
remember, dance has always been a part of her life. Once she was in middle school, she started 
training at a prestigious conservatory in New York. By the time she was in high school she 
received a talent scholarship to train at an international acclaimed conservatory in New York 
City.  
Through my own experience, just knowing how it enhanced my overall education, it 
motivated me to academically do well in school. I was on a scholarship and had to 
maintain a high GPA in order to keep the scholarship. But just knowing, not only 
demands, but the intensity of the program that I was participating in, it required a lot of 
afterschool and weekend time. 
Misty learned time management skills at an early age due to her rigorous dance schedule. Her 
exposure to dance at an early age taught her the value of life skills. She later went off to college 
and majored in dance for both her undergraduate and graduate studies. Misty also served as an 
adjunct professor where she taught dance history, theory, and technique classes. Once she left 
higher education, she taught at a number of urban public schools and independent and arts 
outreach organizations. 
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So for me, that still resonates with who I am as a professional career woman, a lot of 
discipline involved in that, and multitasking. Like I said, the time management, all of that 
I think comes from my background in the arts. As I began to teach, I tried to instill those 
same skills within my own students. Letting them know that they can learn a lot of life 
skills through different art forms. 
Misty says her voyage with advocacy has taken lots of commitment and passion. In order 
to be an effective leader and advocate it is imperative to have knowledge of arts education. Misty 
also mentions the need to have 100 percent commitment to driving your advocacy goals forward. 
Her lifetime of advocacy, also led to learn the logistic around how nonprofit organizations and 
public school education operate.  
Misty discussed the challenge of receiving funding for arts programs. She had to learn 
how monies are allocated both for schools and nonprofit organizations. It is more so the financial 
support which is sometimes such a challenge to get support for arts education programs in 
general. Due to a lack of funding, Misty found herself teaching in spaces that were not conducive 
to learning. It taught her to work with what she had because she had a passion for working with 
children. She also had a deep love for arts education. Misty did not want them to go without 
having a dance program. She made due with the limited resources she was given. Misty did make 
it her mission to speak with the school principals about the limited resources she was working 
with. Her goal was to speak up to get better funding and resources improving. “As much as you 
want to offer a program. You also want to do it right. You want to make sure you do it right.” 
Misty also explains just because you have children from an urban area, they should not 
receive less than the appropriate spaces for an arts education program. She explains there are so 
many talented children who do not have an outlet to practice their skillsets. It is more than just a 
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hobby or a pastime that is not pursued. The arts can serve as an amazing learning tool and outlet 
for self-expression and artistry. One of Misty’s biggest concerns is some children do not have 
access to arts programs.  
 In terms of interdisciplinary studies, Misty says there are many ways to learn through the 
arts. You have culture and you have sacred religious practices. There is so much to be said in 
visual arts and performing arts that you can gain from culture. 
Again, I remember studying African dance as a young student, but not really 
understanding the depth and the meaning of a lot of African dance movement until I was 
in college. But in college and during my undergraduate studies, I studied Bharatanatyam, 
which is a classical Indian dance. I studied that for three years. I studied the dance form 
at the same time I was taking a liberal arts course. I learned about the Indian religion, 
specifically the deities, Indian gods and goddesses. Being able to connect certain physical 
movements had given me a deeper understanding to what I was learning. 
Misty shares the more exposure to interdisciplinary learning the students have, the more 
meaningful the learning experience. She says there is a lot of in-depth study students can be 
introduced to through interdisciplinary education. 
 Misty concludes her story by saying she is living proof of how exposure to the arts can 
make a difference in a student’s life. She says her story demonstrates how a child’s access and 
exposure can turn into something beautiful. Her exposure to dance afforded Misty the 
opportunity for a longstanding career in education. Misty indicates her story is shared by many 
other art educators who are passionate about the unlimited potential the arts brings. 
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Charles “The Collaborator”: Seeing the Difference That the Arts Has on Students Lives 
 Charles and I made plans for him to meet me at my school for the interview. I remember 
him walking into the dance studio and commenting on how nice the room was. He first noticed 
the handmade quilts that were on display in my classroom (see Figures 16-17). I thanked him for 
taking time to meet with me. He explained my school was on his way home from work and so it 
made more sense for him just to come to my school for the meeting. Charles serves as a theater 
teacher at a school for the fine and performing arts. He has committed to teaching in urban public 
schools for his career, which spans over 18 years. Charles was first exposed to the arts as a 
young child. The first artist that inspired him was Jerry Lee Lewis. He loved to watch some of 
the classic old traveling movies as a kid. Charles acknowledges that storytelling was a natural 
thing for him. 
Figure 16 
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Charles stated: 
So, I think I was around 12 when I started writing poetry. So, the writing just kind of 
came naturally to me and I think when I was eighteen a cousin of mine was in a beauty 
pageant. And for her talent part, I wrote a spoken word piece for her and directed her and 
how to do it. And she turned the place out. I hadn’t gone to school for it at all, it just 
made sense to me. So I just kind of pursued it.  
For Charles this was the beginning of his love for theater and spoken word. 
 Charles has always been an arts advocate and realized the importance of the arts at the 
beginning of his career. He has seen the difference it has made in the lives of his students. 
Charles proceeds to say the arts teach kids about the importance of teamwork, and lets them 
express themselves freely. His students have also learned the key components of flexibility and 
collaboration. Charles admits his theater program has helped his students see and appreciate 
different perspectives in their learning process. He has also seen the arts as an outlet of therapy 
for his kids. 
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Well I realized that some of our students had shown me points about the pain of their 
dads not being around. So, I invited students to write pieces about their family situation 
and used the journal of personal stories as an anchor and it was really powerful. 
The re-spoken word performances allowed the students to express their pain and personal family 
experiences through their own unique artistry. The performances were heartfelt and were 
powerful moments for the students, Charles and the audience. 
 Charles mentions one characteristics of an effective leader is understanding the value of 
arts education. He references the Director of the Fine and Performing Arts is a strong advocate 
and always fights for the arts. Working for district leaders who are true advocates for arts 
education has made his advocacy journey easier. 
Unfortunately, Charles has also worked for leaders who have not seen the valued the arts. 
Charles referred to one district leader who said they saw the importance of the arts, however, this 
was not supported by their actions. The district leader said the arts were not academic subjects 
whereas Charles believed the arts are academics.  
So, this leader I thought did not get it. That was a case where I did say we are academics, 
we are an important part of the equation and getting students to see their education from a 
variety of difference lenses. It’s the future. 
He also explained the arts are weighted and given as assessment grade just like academic 
subjects. 
Charles explains he is lucky to work with like-minded colleagues. The majority of his co-
workers are advocates for the arts. Despite having limited funding from time to time, Charles and 
his colleagues did what they had to do to provide their students with a quality education they can 
be proud of. Charles always puts one hundred percent effort into his lessons and performances. 
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He does not believe in producing mediocre work. He encourages his students to work to their 
fullest potential and he does the same. 
 The arts education program in his district serves as a nice escape from the pressures of 
mandated testing. He says his students can learn a bunch of facts on the standardized tests, but 
unless you can take those facts and create something new, it is not beneficial. The arts, however, 
allows students to explore new ways of thinking and gives them a healthy outlet.  
They are coming in class and they look like they are worn out. The students are 
overburdened with all the information they are trying to keep up with. They are being 
taught to the test. And everybody does not think like that. So I think they are missing that 
important ingredient that the arts brings. I know one of the criticisms of the United States 
education is that we try to teach too much. But other people teach a little bit, and they 
teach it well. That is an important ingredient to have the arts involved with those facts. To 
be able to take those facts and turn them to create something new. 
 Pressuring students to learn a lot of information for a test does more harm than good. 
However, providing students with smaller chunks of information is more productive. Quality 
teaching is better than quantity. The students will learn more efficiently when the quality of 
teaching allows for creativity and differentiated instruction. 
 He encourages advocates to show school officials and community members the benefits 
of arts education. He supports teachers showing school officials how the arts improve students’ 
self-worth, self-esteem, and social and emotional development. Charles reassures me the arts just 
make students feel better about themselves. Once students are exposed to the arts, it will pour 
into the other academic content areas. 
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 Charles shares he often has sleepless nights worrying about the arts being on the 
chopping block. He worries key stakeholders who do not understand the significance of the arts 
will cut it out of the school curriculum. He explains there are so many innovative and creative 
ways to teach arts education and losing the arts would be detrimental to the lives of students. 
Having someone come into the district and not see the importance of the arts would be an 
unfortunate situation for the students and teachers. 
 Charles is a big collaborator. He considers this to be one of his many strengths as an 
educator, artists, and advocate. 
I’m a big collaborator. I love to collaborate. I think that’s so important. It’s an important 
life lesson to teach the kids. It’s an important thing to teach the adults around you. That is 
why a lot schools don’t move forward because they are fighting for their own little thing. 
Instead of saying, it’s the kids. 
Collaboration has helped Charles with his theater program and it has afforded him the 
opportunity to collaborate on interdisciplinary programming. Having the students make cross-
curricular connections is rewarding for the students as well as Charles and his colleagues. He 
mentioned the time where he was able to collaborate with the dance teacher. His students had 
written a spoken word piece with the dancers’ experiences and visions in mind. The 
collaboration led to a beautiful dance that was choreographed to the spoken word piece that 
Charles’ students had written. 
 Charles shares as he has reflected over his professional growth as a theater director, he 
has grown in many ways. He utilizes technology more and works to become technologically 
savvy. He explains this is where the future is going with the arts. Posting his student work on the 
school website and incorporating a variety of technology resources into his learning has been 
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beneficial for him and his students. As a lifelong learner, he feels it is important for him to 
develop his brand. He tells his students all the time to not be afraid to hone their skills. Charles 
does not give his students advice he himself does not follow. 
Charles admits he is more vocal about his advocacy than he was at the beginning of his 
career. In the past, he would avoid stepping up and being more expressive with his advocacy 
initiatives. However, he now realizes how important the work is for all the students in his 
district. Seeing the difference the arts have on his students encourages him to keep fighting for 
the arts. He also mentioned his district has made great strides to have a robust arts program. 
Having superintendents who value the arts and who will disseminate equitable funding to the arts 
program makes a huge difference. 
Charles concludes his story with reminding educators and school leaders to not miss the 
forest for the trees. There is so much noise in education. He explains it is imperative we cut 
through all the noise in order to understand how the arts affects student learning. He encourages 
educators and school administrators to not get caught up in the latest fads if it is going to limit a 
student’s exposure to the arts. The arts allow students to express themselves both creatively and 
from a social and emotional lens. As an advocate, it is important we continue to fight for learning 
equity so the children in urban schools can have an education that is going to prepare them for 
the future. Children are our future leaders, so it is essential their personal experiences and stories 
include arts education. 
Bill “The Implementer and Change Agent for Arts Education”: A District Leader Who Views 
the Arts as a Natural Extension of Humanity 
 Bill was introduced to me by a mutual friend and I felt fortunate and blessed to have had 
the opportunity to interview him. Bill was excited to hear my study was on advocacy for arts 
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education in urban schools. We had the opportunity to speak by phone a couple of times prior to 
the interview. During our last phone call, we agreed Bill would come to my school for the 
meeting. Shortly after his retirement, Bill moved about three hours away from the district where 
he worked for 40 years. He mentioned he frequently comes to Northern New Jersey to visit 
family, friends, and colleagues. We agreed to meet on a Monday afternoon at 1:20 p.m. and his 
grandson would drive him to the meeting. 
 At the time of our meeting, our country was going through a health pandemic. The 
coronavirus was spreading rapidly and Bill was not sure if my school was going to close. He 
called me around 7 a.m. to confirm the meeting. I told him my school was still open and 
confirmed the meeting. Monday afternoon came and I was excited and nervous about the 
interview. 
 I promised Bill I would give him a school tour when he arrived. He told me over the 
phone his son graduated from my school and he was interested in seeing the new renovations that 
had been made. When Bill and his grandson arrived, I greeted them with a warm hello and a 
handshake. I asked if they wanted something to drink or eat. They said they were fine and were 
looking forward to their visit. During the tour, Bill ran into several teachers who taught his son. 
The reunion was joyous and they reminisced about how Bill’s son was an amazing student, 
musician, and athlete. Bill also met up with an old student who attended the school where he 
served as a vice-principal for many years. They both were excited to see one another and my 
colleague invited Bill into her classroom to meet her students. She told her students Bill was an 
amazing school leader and was instrumental in making sure all his students received a quality 
education that included the arts. After we concluded the tour, I brought Bill and his grandson into 
my classroom for the meeting. 
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 As Bill and his grandson walked into the dance studio, they were impressed with the 
space and the resources I had in my room. He smiled as he saw the bins of tap shoes neatly lined 
up by my desk (see Figure 18). Bill mentioned he worked hard in his school district to expose his 
students to a quality arts program.  
Figure 18 
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 Bill’s first exposure to the arts was at home. His father worked as a musician on 
weekends. He was a pianist and organist that founded a choral group called Eastern Choral 
Leaders. His father served in World War II and instead of carrying weapons, carried a field 
organ. Bill’s father was in special services and had a chorus of singers. All of them were African 
American males because the U.S. Army at the time was segregated. Music was a big part of 
Bill’s upbringing. He explained the arts were something that has always been a part of his life. 
I just grew and it became a part of me. I started singing along with my dad, hearing 
rehearsals, and I would just sing. During fourth grade, we could choose a musical 
instrument, and my choice was the trumpet. The music teacher told me there were no 
trumpets, and asked if I play the violin until the trumpet became available? I said sure. 
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Fourth grade through seventh grade no trumpets became available so I continued to the 
violin. 
Bill admitted he first became an advocate when his father introduced him to music as a child. In 
addition to his love for music, he enjoyed watching people dance. Attending the museum with 
his family was another favorite activity. When Bill was in fifth grade, he and a friend enrolled in 
a visual arts class at the local high school. He also had permission from his family to take a 
chartered bus to the local museum. Bill laughed and said he thought all kids took art classes and 
attended museums during their spare time. “To me, I thought this was normal. A normal thing to 
do. I just enjoyed it.” 
 I asked Bill what it means to him to be an advocate. He says it means supporting 
something. Advocating for the arts is a natural part of one’s existence, no matter where one is 
from. Bill mentioned regardless of background or economic status, the arts are a part of 
humanity. “I just happened that while we were talking, I started to doodle. I’m doing art. I got up 
this morning and I decided what I was going to wear, that is art. Art is all around us.” Bill also 
mentioned he sets his alarm clock to jazz music so it is the first thing he hears when he wakes up 
in the morning. He also revealed he had a nice conversation about the arts with his grandson as 
he drove up for the meeting. “So the arts is a natural thing in my life, a natural extension of 
humanity. If we breathe, and our heart beats, we are involved in the arts.” 
 Bill’s journey in education started like any other educator’s. However, he admits he 
brought something more to the table. It was a passion for the content area. The arts were a big 
part of his identity. Bill started off teaching instrumental music and was granted tenure after a 
few years. During his tenure, he taught all over the city at various schools throughout the week. 
He noticed his students always came to school on the days music was offered. Music allowed 
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Bill’s students to express themselves and it was evident they felt a connection to the arts. During 
his 40-year career in education, he also served as a vice-principal, a principal and the director of 
the visual and performing arts for the district. 
 I asked Bill during the interview what characteristics make up an effective leader who 
advocates for arts education. He said a good leader is able to show the kids what they can do. He 
says as educators, we owe it to the students to show them we are proficient in our teaching. Once 
the students can see a teacher is proficient in their content area, they will be receptive to the 
learning process. Bill also indicated he was not only an advocate, but a role model. In many 
instances, he was a father figure to the students he taught. He would give meaningful advice and 
was always honest and straight forward. Bill’s advice was not only music related, but also 
included guidance on all aspects of life. 
 Bill faced a lot of challenges when it came to advocating for the arts. He said there was 
always someone who did not see the value of the arts. “The challenges come from again, those 
who don’t believe that the arts have a value.” He said unfortunately there are some 
administrators who do not believe all urban school children are capable of achieving success in 
the classroom. If they do not believe the students have limitless potential, then they are going to 
feel the same way about the arts. Bill believes it is imperative the school administrators believe 
all students are capable of achieving success in the classroom. He also said every child deserves 
to be exposed to a well-rounded education that teaches them holistically. Bills suggested when 
teachers are educating students both academically as well as artistically to be free from all bias: 
You cannot and should not, limit the students in the arts to a particular arts genre. You 
are in an urban district where the majority of the student population is African American. 
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This is all the more reason you have to be wide open to understand that we encompass a 
broader range of appreciation in the arts. 
Bill said educators can expand as early as elementary school so youngsters can see the 
diversity in learning various genres of art. He mentions public school leaders will always be 
exposed to the pressures of high stakes testing and funding. Bill implied it is a matter of focus. 
“Sometimes you have to circle your wagons, and sometimes you ride out and get what you 
need.” Bill says you have to kind of knock the enemy out of the way. It requires a certain kind of 
personality. 
Bill believes the advocate has to be secure and steady with his or her goals of attaining 
funding and implementing programs. The advocate should not be afraid to be experimental with 
his or her vision. Bill stated “the greatest resource is the human resource. The human resource is 
the culmination of students, parents, school leaders and other community advocates.” Bill 
offered an example of when he implemented a district strings program that was partnered with a 
state orchestra organization. At the time, he served as the director of visual and performing arts 
for his district. The program allowed music teachers in Bill’s district to partner with a violinist 
from the state orchestra organization. They designed a strings program for the second through 
fourth grades. The state orchestra program also hired a Suzuki specialist who worked 
collaboratively with the music teachers 
 The strings program allowed the music teachers to get professional development 
throughout the year. Bill mentioned he would provide professional development workshops in 
collaboration with the orchestra program for onsite training. He said the program was a huge 
success and was in existence for eight years. The students would put on performances during the 
year at a local performing arts center. The students would officially graduate out of the program 
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in fourth grade. At the beginning of the program, each student received their own violin and the 
necessary resources to participate. The violins were donated by the Save the Music Foundation 
and other music organizations. 
 The strings program received buy-in from the school leadership teams throughout the 
district as well as the music teachers who participated in the program. Bill was able to 
communicate to school leaders, teachers, and parents the number of core curriculum standards 
that would be met by implementing the program. He also gave violin demonstrations that 
showed how exposure to learning an instrument allowed students to learn in a more innovative 
and creative way. Bill said it wasn’t always easy, but he would get a volunteer from the audience 
to hold the violin. The audience members consisted of school principals and district leaders. He 
said “light bulbs” went on throughout the room and the leaders were sold on implementing the 
program. 
 In addition to the strings program, Bill implemented a full time elementary dance 
program in his district. The dance program was implemented because Bill had teaching 
vacancies he wanted to fill. Bill made sure his teaching staff was diverse in academic disciplines 
as well as arts education disciplines. He hired three dance teachers he called the “three pioneers” 
and they wrote the curriculum. The district wide dance program allowed students to learn 
different styles of dance. The genres included ballet, African dance, and modern dance. In the 
spring to celebrate the year, the students would perform in the districtwide dance festival. Bill 
was always excited to see the large audiences that would come out to support the kids. “You had 
parents with tears in their eyes at seeing their youngsters doing what they knew could happen, 
but that they didn’t know could happen in our district.” They knew this type of arts program was 
being offered in the neighboring suburban school districts. Parents felt proud knowing their 
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children were receiving a well-rounded education that included the arts. Bill mentioned for all 
the years the program was in existence, he never lost a dance teacher. The dance teachers and 
students were a 100 percent committed to the program. 
 Bill implied the only way to persuade school officials and community members the arts 
will have a significant place in K to 12 education is by rolling up your sleeves and making sure it 
happens. “One of the pieces I had working for me was that I had a very supportive 
superintendent, who wanted arts in every school.” Bill mentioned it was important to him and the 
superintendent that the students have a viable arts program. The superintendent valued the arts so 
much she asked Bill to serve as the principal of the magnet high school for the fine and 
performing arts. This was in addition to being the district director for the visual and performing 
arts, He said “that this was the best time he ever had.” He explained that working at the high 
school allowed him and the teachers to create and collaborate on designing effective curriculum 
and programming. 
 Bill admitted he always loved the arts. Even before he received his certification to teach 
music, he always had a passion for the fine and performing arts. The nay-sayers who did not 
value the arts realized the arts were part of Bill’s life. His strength as an artist, advocate, and 
school leader was derived from his ability to bring people together. He is an inclusive leader who 
listened to the needs of teachers and encouraged them with positive affirmations. Bill believed 
strongly in supporting his teachers through professional development opportunities. Taking his 
teachers to performances at Lincoln Center or taking them to the Met Museum were all creative 
ways he provided staff development. Bill also provided professional development workshops 
within the district. The teachers would observe one another and share best practices. Bill would 
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often mention to his teachers they are all experts in their fields and can learn from one another 
during in-service meetings. 
 He designed interdisciplinary workshop days that allowed teachers do give workshops on 
their content area. The teachers were able to sign up to take workshops that were of interest to 
them. “So the dance teacher would learn painting. A visual arts teacher would learn African 
dance. They love it! The teachers learned how to work with one another and everyone’s self-
esteem was off the charts.” 
One result from the interdisciplinary work was the establishment of the district faculty 
jazz band. Bill noticed during the professional development workshops that he had a large 
percentage of teachers who played instruments. Once the band was assembled, they were known 
to play a lot of classics that included Basie and Ellington charts. The teachers were committed to 
the band and enjoyed putting on performances for the district community. “It really did a great 
deal, again, to raise self-esteem of all the art teachers. It also resulted in the appreciation and 
respect from other individuals in the district. We even opened one time for a famous band.”  
The teachers took delight in being part of the band and it gave them an opportunity to be part of 
something bigger than themselves. 
 Bill says his view on arts education has strengthened over the years because he learned 
early on what was doable in his district. He was knowledgeable on how to implement diverse 
programming the kids could relate to and understand. Bill provided an example of when the 
teachers asked him to share curriculum and programming that highlighted the African American 
experience. Providing this context of information had given the students a learning experience 
they could identify with. 
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 Bill does not define himself as an arts leader. He quoted a line from George Gershwin’s 
Porgy and Bess, “I aint got no shame doing what I like to do.” Bill believes if you love what you 
do for a career, you will never have to work a day in your life. His career took a natural course 
and went from the classroom teacher, school principal, and then to district leader. Bill said he 
always considered himself a life-long learner, and was always looking for ways to hone his 
skills. It was important to Bill that his career happen organically. He realized everything in his 
professional life happened for a reason and he appreciated every blessing he was given. 
 He believes strongly in the arts integration and interdisciplinary work which was 
happening all the time under his leadership. Bill says with enthusiasm the arts are “academics.” 
Any teacher who thinks they can teach their content area without touching on some aspect of the 
arts is mistaken: 
If you take a look at the core curriculum, whatever, and if you go across the content areas 
and you see what is required, and you compare it to what is asked for in the arts, you can 
draw a wonderful correlation. 
Bill is proud of the substantial progress his district has made over the last 40 years. He felt he 
never had to assert himself in his advocacy initiatives, but would gently tell his teachers and 
colleagues that implementing and sustaining arts education was essential if we are going to 
educate the “whole child.” He smiled and said “you just have to do it” and not back down from 
what you believe in. Bill reiterates the arts are a natural part of humanity and will work in 
conjunction with the technology initiatives that are getting attention in today’s learning 
environment. He explained the STEM initiative school districts are pushing is excluding the 
value of the arts. Bill says “You cannot spell STEAM without the arts.”  
114 
 
 He encouraged all individuals who are interested in becoming advocates to do their 
research prior to implementing arts education initiatives. Bill points out that advocates need to be 
able to understand what advocacy means to them on a personal level. Bill explained there are 
plenty of advocates out there who can be an outlet of support for aspiring advocates. 
 Bill encouraged advocates in the future to find ways through data to measure and rank 
creative and innovative learning opportunities for students. He feels this component is necessary 
in order to influence people on the value of the arts. Bill said some people may only understand 
numbers and may not apprehend the visual of students performing art. However, they can grasp 
the concept of statistics and numbers. 
 He concluded his story about the importance of rolling up your sleeves and finding 
creative and innovative ways to bring the arts to children. Bill remains in contact with a lot of his 
teachers and former students. Several of them have pursued arts as a profession and pay tribute 
to the strong arts foundation they received under Bill’s leadership. Bill said it is always 
rewarding when you know you have made a difference in the lives of the children you taught. 
Bill’s smiled and said the arts had a longstanding effect on his son and grandchildren. The 
majority of them play an instrument and are creative. He mentioned his twin grandsons both play 
the piano. 
Laura “Broadway Actor and Performer Extraordinaire”: Love the Art in Yourself; Art Will 
Love You Back 
 I met with Laura on a Friday afternoon shortly after she finished directing the sixth grade 
play at my school. Due to the global coronavirus pandemic, the in-person meeting was cancelled 
and we met video conference. I looked forward to our meeting because I knew that Laura had a 
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wealth of knowledge and was a great resource for my study. Laura told me she was happy that I 
thought of her for the study and was excited to participate. 
 Laura’s first exposure to the arts occurred when she was a child. She took her first ballet 
class when she was six years old. Her first exposure to theater was at a local play she saw with 
her father. As she continued to dance through college and after college, she developed an interest 
in the field of music and theater. After college, Laura had a successful career on Broadway and 
was featured in many commercials. Eventually when Laura got married and started a family she 
left Broadway and decided to transition into education. She began teaching at a local performing 
arts center. “I had started to teach and I can tell you that the skills of a professional performer are 
wonderful, but you really do need to an additional skill set to be a highly effective educator.” 
Once Laura went into education, she strengthened her skill set by taking professional 
development workshops at Dancing Classrooms: 
Dancing classrooms is based in New York City. The mission of the program is 
cultivating essential life skills through the art of ballroom dance. The pillars of the 
program are elegance, respect and teamwork. The program is highly scaffolded. So that is 
really where I was exposed to scaffolding skills. 
Dancing Classrooms was Laura’s first exposure to teaching the arts to students in an educational 
setting. 
 At the same time, she also trained in other methodologies and programs. The first one 
was the Disney Musicals in Schools. Disney Musicals in Schools was responsible for creating 
and sustaining musical theater programming during an extensive 17-week residency. The last 
program that influenced Laura was the Wolf Trap methodology Early Learning Through the Arts 
program. Laura says “educating young people whether they going to careers in the arts or not is 
116 
 
just thrilling to me.” As Laura received professional development, she found herself having an 
interest in directing plays. Her skills as an actor opened the artistic lens to her directing talents 
and abilities. When Laura went into education, it was a job for her. It allowed her to use her skill 
sets to make money and provide for her family. However, over time, Laura began to see the 
value and need for arts education in schools. She saw the transformation in her students and they 
were seen and heard through the creative lens of the arts.  
 Laura became an advocate for arts education by chance. She was given the name of 
someone at a local performing arts center, and auditioned to teach a class. Laura was then hired 
and began teaching musical theater classes in a local urban school district. She said “I believe in 
creative expression and I believe that it allows us as humans to connect. I believe it allows 
individuals to express and nurture their own voices, their needs for expression.” Laura also 
expressed arts education and arts expression allowed her learners who might not excel in 
academics to excel in the arts. The arts also provided confidence and self-esteem to her students.  
 Laura also explained that advocacy requires good communication and leadership skills. 
Advocates have to be able to modify, adapt, and update things that are in place for the 
community you are serving. Laura also communicated the essential characteristics that make up 
a strong advocate are passion, empathy, lack of ego, and collaboration. She explained advocates 
should have a shared joy of the arts along with the ability to articulate objectives in the 
community they are serving. Every advocate should look beyond the program and have a vision 
of educating the whole child through the artistic experience. 
 Laura has encountered challenges during her journey with advocacy. She believes the 
challenges come when the school leaders do not see the value in the arts. Laura provided one 
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example of a school principal she worked for who was not receptive to the theater residency. He 
did not respond to emails or phone calls whenever she needed his assistance. 
So, because that principal does not realize the value of what this program is going to 
being to the school community, to the school vibe. I am really seeing frustration; I don’t 
know how that is going to be resolved. 
Laura invited the principal to watch the rehearsal process, however, he was not responsive to her 
invitation. She described this situation as being a prime example of how the lack of support can 
really create problems when trying to implement arts programming. 
She has worked with school leaders who value the arts and have shown incredible 
support to the arts education programs and initiatives. Laura states: “It is really the buy-in to the 
program and the support that can make or break a project.” She attests that in order to have a 
successful arts education program, everyone in the school community must value and support the 
arts. The school leadership has to value the arts programming if it is going to be implemented 
and sustained long-term. Laura gave an example of a school district she worked in a couple of 
years ago that was in jeopardy of losing its funding because there was a change in school 
leadership. However, the parents along with the teachers expressed the need to have the arts 
program. As a result, the district leadership team kept the program. 
 Another challenge Laura has faced with her work in urban schools is the pressures around 
mandated testing and decreased funding. She said there is never enough time for the arts because 
of the time allotted to prepare for the standardized tests. Although some schools value the arts, 
they will make arrangements for residency programs to be offered during times that do not 
conflict with the testing schedule. Laura has also witnessed schools having reduced funding to 
purchase arts programming because the funds are used for supplemental testing resources. Laura 
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indicated she has seen a few school districts in the area make progress in retaining and sustaining 
arts funding and programs.  
Unfortunately, the majority of the schools she has worked at have had a lot of struggles 
with sustaining funding. “In the Title 1 schools there are no arts programs so you are only 
measuring a child on academics and you are not giving them any artistic outlets.” She has seen 
firsthand the access to arts programs is not present in many of the urban schools in the area. The 
time used for standardized testing takes away from the programs and makes for a stressful 
environment for arts advocates. Laura mentioned data are used all the time to justify the 
significance the arts has on student learning. The state performing arts center she worked for 
assembled data to show how the arts improves students learning from a creative, social, and 
emotional lens. Collecting data by disseminating pre and post surveys in the schools has helped 
with being able to implement and sustain arts programming. 
 Social media is another challenging issue that Laura has seen during her last few years of 
being an advocate.  
I think that is so important that we don’t lose sight of that as our need for technology and 
our influence on social media expands. I just think that having the human connection and 
the human expression is incredibly important.  
She has seen the overall stress the students encounter with social media. When Laura was 
directing the sixth grade play at my school, she noticed how stressed out the kids were with their 
exposure to social media. Laura replied the arts offers a human connection and social media 
often times takes away from that component. 
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 Laura believes her strength as an arts advocate is being able to connect with diverse 
groups of people on all levels. She is a good listener and is able to find commonalities and 
differences with the people she interacts with.  
I am able to bring my life’s experience in support of arts education. I’m also a child who 
grew up in a single parent family who, if I didn’t have arts as an expression, I think I 
would have struggled. Also, I think being of the age that I’m at, I’m in my 50s. So I am 
not just starting this, I have a wealth of experience behind me. 
Laura also explained her children have found outlets to express themselves. Her daughter, in 
particular, used to play the piano. She struggled with depression and the piano was her outlet to 
express herself through some of her difficult and darker times. Laura also credits her 20 years of 
experience as a professional performer and educator. She has seen the trajectory of her students 
as well as the positive affect the arts have had on her children. Laura acknowledges her breadth 
of experience has helped her as an arts educator, artist, and advocate. 
 Laura also supports arts integration and says arts education teachers and academic 
teachers can develop a nice partnership in the classroom. She provided an example of how she 
worked collaboratively with her daughter’s English teacher on the Shakespeare unit and the two 
of them were able to design a curriculum that provided a meaningful learning experience for the 
students.  
I am finding the connections, and learning what curriculum standards I’m using in the 
classroom. That was a learning experience for me as I trained in the Wolf Trap 
methodology. I learned how to speak the language of the classroom teacher which helped 
me as an arts educator. Which then legitimizes what you are doing in the same way, 
gathering data and measuring results legitimizes the arts programs. 
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Arts integration helped Laura find a connection with the classroom teachers she worked with and 
allowed her to view the arts integration units through the lens of the classroom teacher. 
 Laura concluded her story by communicating she has “walked the walk” of an artist, 
advocate, and educator. She encourages anyone who is interested in becoming an arts advocate. 
Laura says all advocates should lead with kindness and passion, not assertion or aggression. She 
shares it is essential to show data to promote the impact the arts has on student learning. Laura 
also expressed the need for the advocates to get to know the community they are serving. Each 
community has different challenges and needs, so the advocate needs to stay abreast on how they 
can be the most helpful. 
The arts allow us as humans to connect. Laura believes the arts allows individuals to 
express and nurture their own voices, and their needs for expression. Arts education is for 
everyone who embraces a creative way of learning and self-expression. 
Jasmine “Dynamic District Leader”: Using the Arts as a Vehicle for Education 
 Jasmine and I met by video conference due to the coronavirus pandemic that was rampant 
in our area at the time. We met on a Thursday afternoon at 1 p.m. using Zoom and I had been 
looking forward to our meeting for several weeks. Jasmine has been a long-time supporter of the 
fine and performing arts and was happy to serve as a resource for my narrative study.  
Jasmine revealed to me her first exposure to the arts was as a child. She started off doing 
spoken word and performed on stage for five years in the 90s. Jasmine eventually went into 
education and was certified to teach social studies. After years of teaching, she transitioned into 
school administration where she served as a school principal for a performing and fine arts 
school. During her first administrative appointment, Jasmine began to research on the 
educational scope of the performing and fine arts. Her goal was to become well versed in the arts 
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in order to see what was needed to promote arts education. Eventually, she became the assistant 
superintendent and oversaw curriculum and instruction for the district. 
 Jasmine’s advocacy for arts education started when she was hired to lead a magnet for the 
fine and performing arts. Being asked to lead a school whose thematic approach was the fine and 
performing arts was the driving force behind Jasmine’s advocacy. Being able to advocate for 
kids and delving into arts education was a rewarding experience for Jasmine. Exploring how arts 
as a core subject could lead to postsecondary education and scholarship funding became 
Jasmine’s charge. Jasmine said her ultimate goal was being able to nurture the students and 
seeing how she could take a cohort of 97 students and get $11 million in scholarships. As an 
assistant superintendent for curriculum, Jasmine understood how to take the love of art and use it 
as a vehicle to make cross-curricular connections. The arts bring happiness to students during a 
time when they feel the stress of standardized testing. “Bring the joy back into the field of 
education for students in a world where assessments seem to push everything.” Using the arts as 
a channel to promote learning will allow students to reach their fullest potential. Taking what 
they love and finding unique way to teach math and other content areas makes the learning fun 
and easy to understand. 
Then you want to push that across an entire district. You want to say, you’ve seen that 
work, you’ve seen how the brain waves work on both sides of the brain. Bringing it all 
together and seeing amazing things happen for the students is exciting. 
 Jasmine said her position requires knowledge of how to evenly distribute funding across 
the various departments in her district. She makes sure she allocates equitable monies to the arts 
program. Jasmine’s goal is to provide every student with a well-rounded education so they can 
pursue college or a trade school when they graduate from high school. Hiring the right teachers 
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and making sure they are competent in their content area is just as important as distributing 
equitable funding. Jasmine stated: 
So even in looking at your hiring practice, when it comes to the arts, you want to make 
sure that you are getting that person that is evenly yoked with both the understanding of 
pedagogy and love for the art itself. 
 An effective leader who advocates for the arts has to be a person who understands the 
importance of arts itself. The leader has to understand the diverse make-up of the students and 
create programming and curriculum the students love and show interest in studying. “So if 
you’re advocating for the arts or you’re advocating for children, then it is finding what they are 
interested in.” Even if you take something as simple as the gaming industry and tying that into 
the learning process it will promote learning success. Jasmine shared her district currently is 
looking at ways to tie financial literacy into the arts education program. Making the cross-
curricular connections is another form of successful leadership. 
 One of the challenges Jasmine encountered as a school principal and superintendent was 
sustaining arts programming while it was not as popular as other course offerings. She gives one 
example of the harp ensemble not being too popular among the students. However, Jasmine says 
that creating an environment where the students have adequate exposure to all forms of art helps 
close the exposure gap. “We want them to be able to still grow in a cost of fate because they are 
going to be great in these things.” She mentions the exposure to diverse forms of art creates and 
equitable playing field for all students.  
 Jasmine makes a lot of her administrative decisions with the students at the forefront of 
her mind. She credits New Jersey for having the arts as a core concentration in the public school 
system. If the arts is not one of the main areas of focus, then the school district receives a lower 
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rating in comparison to other schools in the state. Jasmine says this makes it easier for her to 
push for retaining and sustaining arts programming. 
 In an era of high stakes testing, Jasmine feels it is important to tap into both the right side 
and the left side of the brain. The arts utilize the right side of the brain, while math and science 
utilize the left side of the brain. “Exposure to art may result in the light bulb going off and 
allowing a child to see the connections that they might have not seen if they were not exposed.” 
She says if both parts of the brain are not being used, it may result in students not finding their 
true passion or talents.  
 Jasmine says the best way she has advocated for the arts was by showing people firsthand 
how the arts makes a difference in the lives of her students. “When you bring those officials into 
a world like mine and they see how talented the students are, then that’s how they get them to 
commit.” So talking to individuals about the significance of the arts is not necessarily going to 
result in buy-in. However, bringing school officials and community partners into the classroom 
can increase the chances of support. Jasmine shared an example of how the attorney general 
spoke at graduation and mentioned her background in theater helped her with her successful 
career in law. 
 One area Jasmine worries about as an assistant superintendent and arts advocate is 
funding. She says losing funding would result in students not being able to cultivate their 
exposure and learning of arts education. Currently, everything is about STEM. Jasmine’s goal is 
to make sure the funding is there so students have equitable exposure to everything. This will 
allow them to find their talents so they can be successful both as a students and future leaders. 
 Jasmine credits her strength as a leader comes from knowing the importance and value 
the arts has on a students’ education. “When you have a passion for making sure that students do 
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well, then whatever the field is, wherever you are at, you are going to do everything you can to 
ensure that students do well.” She works hard to make sure every school in her district has a 
strong and robust arts program. Making sure every students has exposure to the four areas of 
concentration that consist of dance, performance, fine arts, and instrumental. Exposing the 
students to a wide variety of genres has resulted in the district being labelled a blue-ribbon 
school district. Maintaining a strong arts program has resulted in Jasmine’s district going from 
$600,000 in scholarships to $11 million in scholarships. 
 Jasmine articulates the arts are viewed as a form of academics in her district. Looking at 
all content areas and making those cross-curricular connections happen is important. “So for me, 
I went through two, three years of arts integration in every content area to make sure those 
connections were being made.” Jasmine believes strongly in blended education and says it is a 
key element of learning. She says the cross-content approach to all disciplines is an essential part 
of educating the whole child. 
 She concludes her story by saying she is proud to be a school leader in New Jersey that 
advocates for the arts. The arts are a central part of learning and are valued in her district. 
Jasmine credits the state of New Jersey for understanding the significance of the arts. Having a 
state report card that evaluates each districts arts education program speaks volumes about the 
state’s commitment. Keeping the arts alive has been at the forefront of Jasmine’s leadership for 
over 20 years. The arts have given her students a well-rounded education, scholarships, college 
acceptances, and jobs on Broadway. Tapping into each student’s potential is her life commitment 
as a school leader and advocate. 
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Susan “Artist, Educator and School Counselor”: Art Skills are 21st Century Skills 
Susan was one of the first people I contacted for my study. She has over 40 years of 
experience in education and has worked with children in urban school districts for most of her 
career. Susan is also good friends with Judith, who was another participant in my study. Susan 
and I met 14 years ago when she hired me to teach dance at my current school. At the time, she 
was the department chair for the fine and performing arts department. I have seen firsthand the 
longstanding commitment Susan has made to expose children to arts education. 
Susan and I agreed to meet on May 13th using Zoom. Originally we decided to meet in 
person, but due to the coronavirus pandemic, we had to meet virtually. Susan called me earlier in 
the day to confirm our appointment and said she was looking forward to speaking with me. I was 
looking forward to speaking with her and was excited to hear her personal story. 
 Susan grew up in the same district where she works as a school counselor. She comes 
from a working-class Italian immigrant family. Susan was the first to go to college and always 
had a passion for the arts. She knew early on she had an interest in dance, but her family did not 
have the financial means to pay for dance training. She also had an interest in theater and wanted 
to study the arts when she was in college. Susan wrote in her senior yearbook she wanted to 
study ballet in college. Several of her teachers saw her yearbook post and thought she was crazy 
for wanting to pursue the arts as a college major. They said to her “you can’t do that.” Despite 
the pushback she did not let the naysayers impact her decision. Once Susan entered college, she 
decided to major in both theater arts and English. 
 Susan completed an internship at a local alternative high school during her senior year in 
college. The school was located in one of the neighboring school districts from where she 
attended college. She taught theater and creative movement at the high school long after she 
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received her field work credits. Susan developed a rapport with the students and they were 
receptive to her creative teaching style. “I always used a very creative approach and that’s 
always very much been my direction, was tapping into creativity.” Susan saw the students in her 
creative movement and theater classes had a more positive attitude. They were believing in 
themselves and were gaining confidence. Susan felt a sense of pride knowing her students were 
feeling good and making connections through the arts. 
 Susan saw the breakthrough she was having with the students at the alternative school 
and decided to get her Master’s degree in counseling. She remembers being the only students in 
the program with an arts background. She wrote her thesis on “Counseling through the Arts” and 
knew her artistic background would serve her well as a school counselor. During graduate 
school, Susan was asked to serve on the arts commission. During this experience she received 
training on grant writing. Majoring in English for her undergraduate studies, Susan always 
enjoyed writing, so the granting writing came with ease. Not only did she write grants for the arts 
commission, but she wrote grants for other arts advocacy organizations. Over time, Susan 
developed a reputation in the community for having grit. Her advocacy for arts education was 
unwavering and she had the skill set to effectively drive change. 
 Early on in Susan’s career she was asked to serve of the common core standards 
curriculum committee. Having the opportunity to work on the common core standards allowed 
Susan to have input on the type of arts educations students would receive. Her involvement 
would impact arts education in public schools for years to come. Even though Susan had 
experience with curriculum writing, she still saw funding as a challenging issue for both 
nonprofit arts organizations and public schools. She was also hired to evaluate many art 
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residency programs for the state. This allowed her to see what type of arts education exposure 
and education students were receiving. 
 Susan saw funding being cut not only in her school district, but in neighboring schools 
districts as well. Her grant writing experience helped to sustain some programs, however, it was 
not enough to keep the arts in all the schools in her district. The grant writing would pay for art 
residences, but often the residences would be for only a part of the school year. Several years 
ago, Susan’s district went through a funding shortage. The governor at the time was cutting the 
majority of art funding. Susan’s district laid off over 20 art teachers. A year later, some of the 
positions were restored due to increased funding. Susan explained that even though the 
superintendent valued the arts, the governor cut a substantial amount of funding. The little 
funding the district received had to go to resources that supported mandated testing. 
 One of the challenges that Susan’s students face at her current district is transportation. 
The students have to audition to get into the high school and some of them live far from the 
school. Some students take several buses in order to get to school. The school provides bus 
passes for the kids, however, Susan says the transportation issue is still a hardship for several of 
her students. She is hoping that in the future, the transportation issue will be resolved. 
Susan has served as a district counselor administrator and currently her office is located 
at a fine and performing arts high school. She has a good relationship with everyone in her 
district and is always finding ways to bring arts programming into the district. Susan believes 
one of her strengths as an advocate is her ability to build relationships. She says every advocate 
need to be able to invest the time in building solid relationships in their community. The close 
bond she has built with parents, students, teachers, administrators, and art residents has allowed 
her to collaborate to bring creative and innovative programming to the district. Her grant 
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applications have been approved over the years, because everyone knows that Susan has a good 
heart and values the education her children are receiving. 
The performing arts school has 300 students and has been existence for over 33 years. “It 
is a small school, but they always have had the highest graduation rates.” Susan says the majority 
of her students graduate and get accepted into four-year colleges. She tells them their exposure to 
the arts has given them the discipline, persistence, and creativity to be successful in college and 
beyond. 
 In addition to working at the performing arts high school and overseeing the counseling 
program for the district, Susan has worked at many urban public schools. She has brought the 
arts to every school she has worked in during her 40 years in education. Susan has learned a lot 
about urban public education and encourages other advocates to have a strong understanding of 
the community they are serving. Susan also credits her many years in urban education as one of 
her many gifts as an advocate. She also says advocates should have strong communication skills 
when it comes to speaking about the value of arts education. 
 Susan speaks fondly of the many benefits the arts has on students’ education. She has 
witnessed students using the arts as a platform to express themselves through social action 
themes and topics. She reminisces on a dance piece performed at her school that told the story of 
Trayvon Martin. The school principal as well as other audience members spoke about how 
powerful this performance was. Susan has also seen the arts having a longstanding effect on a 
student’s academics and social and emotional growth. “Let them explore and get in touch with 
the creative side of their imagination. So they can build those positive skills.” She has seen her 
students grow and nurture their limitless potential. However, she says despite over four decades 
in education she is still “fighting the good fight.” 
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 She admits the best way to convince school officials and community members the arts 
should have a significant place in education is through data. 
If they had a little more evidence, it might be easier. It’s an uphill battle because just, as 
you know, for space in the schedule, as long as there is going to be a great deal of testing 
on the academic subjects, we cannot interrupt them.  
Susan says utilizing arts integration through interdisciplinary work would help persuade school 
officials to keep the arts in schools. Collaborating with teachers and showing how students are 
meeting the common core standards by the interdisciplinary work they are doing with other 
content areas would help gain support. 
 One fear that keeps Susan up at night is students not being given the opportunity to be 
exposed to the art. She says all her students have phenomenal potential that needs to be nurtured 
from kindergarten all the way through high school. If students attend schools with limited 
resources, they might miss out on exploring their untapped talent. She expresses the level of 
“burn out” she faced with her work with nonprofits and in education. Susan says her path with 
advocacy has been her life’s work. It has been challenging at times, however, she says she has 
always had a roll up your sleeves and get stuff done type of work ethic. She has plans to keep 
advocating for the arts even after she retires from education. 
 Over the course of her career, Susan’s outlook on arts education has evolved. It has 
changed due to the knowledge she has gained through the gathering of knowledge over time. She 
says it is hard for people to love the arts as much as artists do. There will always be naysayers 
that will consider the arts a nice hobby but not a path to a quality education or career. Susan has 
learned advocates cannot work alone. Advocacy is a group effort and it takes developing 
relationships and partnerships along the way. She explained every school has its own needs and 
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culture. It is never a one size fits all task. Susan indicates she has always been good at 
articulating her advocacy goals and vision through meaningful conversations. 
 The arts have been communicated throughout Susan’s career as an outlet for self-
expression, increased confidence, social and emotional growth as well as being exposed to a 
different way of learning.  
The attitude is, Oh, I’m not going to try to pursue a career as a singer or a dancer or an 
artist. So therefore, I’m going to get a degree in business or I’m going to get a degree in 
some health service. And I will say, “Whoa, hey hold. Just a second there. Do you realize 
that the arts are an industry?” The arts are an industry and they are all the things you’re 
talking about. The health fields exist in the arts, art therapies. Business? Oh, for heaven 
sakes. Every single arts organization has a business structure. Why? We need people with 
a music background to go into those fields, and those majors. 
Susan explains to them there are many ways you can use your art talents in a variety of 
professions. 
 She concludes her story by encouraging aspiring advocates to do research on arts 
education. Susan tells me they should become familiar with their arts service organizations. The 
key is not to advocate for just one organization. “Try to become familiar with everything that 
exists in your community.” Susan believes advocates need to be patient and have flexibility. 
Advocates need time to implement their initiatives. Nothing is going to happen in a short period 
of time. At the end of the day, the fight for the arts is a lifetime commitment. 
Researcher’s Reflections 
 My participants’ stories each had their own way of providing insightful understanding on 
how their journey with advocacy has shaped both their personal and professional lives. Their 
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individual narratives served as central sources of data that provided a deeper understanding of 
their childhood upbringing, professional careers, and their life’s commitment to supporting arts 
education. After analyzing their data, I was able to see the commonalities on how they all used 
creative and innovative ways to retain and sustain funding in their respective schools. Judith, 
Bill, Jasmine, and Susan were all skilled at grant writing and found ways to increase the arts 
programming through grants and scholarships.  
 Another thread that connected my participants was their unwavering passion for the arts. 
They each believed their journey with advocacy was their life’s work and was a part of their 
humanity. Each of them believed strongly the arts promote academic success, social and 
emotional growth and provides students an outlet to express themselves in a creative way. All 
my participants expressed the importance of their students receiving a well-rounded education. 
In order for them to receive the education they deserve, they must have exposure to the arts.  
 I learned through all of their stories that advocacy cannot be done alone. Advocates must 
take the time to nurture relationships within the community. Gaining support among the district 
leaders, building leaders, parents, students, and community partners is essential. Each one of my 
participants had collaborated with members of their community to implement arts programming. 
Utilizing the arts through interdisciplinary work is key to gaining support during an era of 
mandated testing and decreased funding. My participants also shared the importance of 
advocates being patient and flexible. Developing art programs will not happen overnight. Taking 
time to learn the culture of the community you are serving is essential. 
 My participants had challenges along the way, however, they prevailed and kept going 
with their efforts. I was left with a sense of admiration because none of them gave up when they 
faced trials and tribulations. The favorable 14 have pathed the way for aspiring advocates to join 
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them in their quest to providing all students with an education they can be proud of receiving. All 
of my participants have a deep connection to their students and are continuing to nurture their 
limitless potential. They all believe advocacy is “holy work” and have a strong commitment to 
preparing their scholars to be the leaders of tomorrow. I am truly blessed to have had the 
opportunity to listen to my participants’ unique and beautiful narratives. Their narratives will 
change the field of research and help to guide advocacy for the arts forward. 
 Through their special stories, we learn the important ways to advocate for arts education 
in urban schools. Through thematic analysis, Chapter 5 further explores each participant’s 
stories, successes, and challenges as school leaders in urban public school education.  
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Chapter 5: Thematic Data Analysis 
“Stories constitute the single most powerful weapon in a leader’s arsenal.” 
-Dr. Howard Gardner, professor Harvard University 
As I think of the many arts advocates who have paved the way through their grit and 
perseverance, I feel a sense of gratitude for their unwavering commitment to arts education. 
When people visualize arts advocates, they think of champions who are passionate about the 
power and value of the arts. The arts occur in education and social and cultural entertainment. 
Effective advocacy centers on the continuous communication between advocates, school leaders, 
state officials, and community partners. We rely on advocates to continue to persevere in their 
efforts to keep art in schools. Goodman (2018) stated  
Arts advocates are individuals who take action to support the arts, often in association 
with or organized by professional non-profit organizations and associations whose 
mission includes arts advocacy. Actions that arts advocates take to demonstrate this 
support include engaging in communications with legislators, the media, and other 
members of the general public to promote and advance policy change. (p. 1)  
Advocates may encourage additional supporters to help them in their efforts to support arts 
education in their respective communities. Recruiting additional advocates can help to increase 
the visibility and awareness of their arts education initiative.  
Advocates organize and prepare for their efforts by evaluating and gathering data that 
will best support their desire to implement and expose students to the arts. This information can 
be obtained by conducting research on other successful arts programs. Arts advocates are 
motivated by their desire to communicate the benefits the arts have on K-12 public education. 
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Their intrinsic and extrinsic motivations stem from communicating the arts as an invaluable 
investment in education.  
This chapter presents the thematic analysis of the participants’ experiences of advocating 
for arts education in their respective schools and districts. The participants in this study shed 
light on their successes and obstacles with advocacy. They also share their leadership path and 
the value the arts bring to student learning. Another common thread among the favorable 14 is 
the connection the arts has on diversity, equity, and inclusion work.  
Resulting from data analysis were the following six main themes that speak to the 
research questions posed for this study: (a) Advocacy for Arts Education in Urban Schools,  
(b) The Pathways to Leadership, (c) Constraints and Obstacles, (d) Curriculum and Learning, (e) 
Value and Potential of Arts Education, and (f) Arts for Social Justice. These themes resulted 
from several rounds of coding, including the careful review of 208 pages of interview transcripts 
and more than 25 hours of audio recordings. Table 2 outlines the study’s findings through six 
main themes and 21 subthemes. 
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Table 2 
Participant Demographics and Self-Described Leadership Style 
 
Advocacy for  
Arts Education 
The Pathways to 
Leadership 
Constraints and  
Obstacles 
Curriculum and 
Learning 
Value and Potential 
of Arts Education 
Arts for Social 
Justice 
• Subtheme 1: Qualities 
and Attributes of an 
Advocate 
• Subtheme 2: Aspiring 
Arts Education 
Advocates: The 
Journey to Becoming 
an Advocate 
• Subtheme 3: 
Community 
Supporter for Arts 
Education 
• Subtheme 4: Arts 
Education Outreach 
Programs and 
Residences that 
Promoted Exposure 
in Urban Schools 
• Subtheme 5: Parent 
Support 
• Subtheme 6: Arts 
Education as a 
Vehicle for College 
and Careers 
• Subtheme 7: Data as 
a Resource to Support 
Advocacy 
 • Subtheme 1: 
Limited Funding 
and Resources 
• Subtheme 2: 
Mandated 
Testing 
• Subtheme 3: 
Grants and 
Scholarship 
• Subtheme 4: 
Addressing the 
Nay-sayers 
• Subtheme 1: 
Early Exposure 
to Arts Education 
• Subtheme 2: 
Social and 
Emotional 
Learning 
• Subtheme 3: Arts 
as Academics: 
Exploring the 
Integrated 
Approach 
• Subtheme 4: 
Interdisciplinary 
Work with Arts 
Education 
• Subtheme 5: 
Playing to 
Students 
Strengths and 
Abilities 
• Subtheme 6: The 
Power of 
Professional 
Development 
• Subtheme 1: 
Vocalizing the 
Value of Arts 
Education 
• Subtheme 1: 
Social Justice 
and Equity for 
Arts Education 
• Subtheme 2: 
Arts Education 
Benefits Special 
Education 
Students 
• Subtheme 3: 
Lack of 
Exposure to the 
Arts. 
Note. Six major themes and subthemes from the study. 
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Advocacy for Arts Education 
One reoccurring theme that came up among my participants was the need to speak the 
language of the educators when advocating for the arts initiatives and programming. Judith 
emphasizes the importance in order to effectively communicate your advocacy vision. She 
communicates it is imperative artists have to be able to understand and effectively communicate 
the language of the school leaders. “So, since it’s the artist who is trying to convey the bigger 
picture of value, then it’s up to us to learn how to speak the administrative language.” When 
Laura first transitioned into education, she learned to speak the language of the educator. She 
found it was easier for her to implement programming when she was able to make cross-
curricular connections across the subject disciplines. Seeing firsthand the curriculum standards 
she was using allowed her to see into the lens of the educators she was working with.  
Charles similar to Judith and Laura has always believed in the arts, stated:  
I realized the importance of it. I see the difference it’s made in kid’s lives. You’re 
teaching them teamwork, you’re teaching them how to put themselves out there, to be 
flexible. So, I just see the benefit of what it does with the kids that I’ve taught, even 
adults that I’ve worked with. I understand what it’s done for them, how it stretches them, 
teaches them how to look at different perspectives. 
Allison realized earlier in her career as a teacher and school leader the importance of believing in 
arts education. She communicated if a school is going to have a quality arts program, the 
teachers and school leaders must believe in the value of the arts. 
Well, number one, I think that the leader has to believe in the arts. The leader has to 
really have a strong belief in the value and the power of the arts. They have to understand 
what the arts can do even if that person has no artistic talent. That was me. I cannot sing, 
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I cannot dance, I can’t do anything. But I know what good singing sounds like. I know 
what good music sounds like. I can appreciate artwork. That leader has to have an 
appreciation for the arts. That’s the biggest difference. 
Bill first started to believe in arts education when he first was exposed as a child. 
Probably, if we want to put a date on it, I became an arts advocate, to the best of my 
knowledge, the very first time I became aware of the arts. There was more than music in 
my life. I enjoyed watching people dance. I grew up with artwork around the house and 
photographs. The museum was always a place I enjoyed visiting. 
Qualities and Attributes of an Advocate 
Judith says in order to become an accomplished advocate you must have patience for 
your vision and communicate effectively with the community you are serving. She also mentions 
the need to speak the administrative language in order to be a successful with implementing arts 
education programs:  
Patience. I mean, that’s a one-word answer. Patience, perseverance, probably a little 
craziness because you have to truly, truly, truly believe in what you are doing in order to 
withstand the craziness that you come up against. I won’t call it craziness, let’s call it 
resistance. The natural resistance that happens, again, it’s all together where we talk 
about speaking the administrative language, you have to learn the language. 
Laura shared that a well-versed advocate has passion, communication, empathy, lack of ego, and 
a willingness to collaborate. An arts advocate, shares a joy for the arts and has the ability to 
articulate objectives and the needs of the community they are advocating for. A seasoned 
advocate also knows how to look beyond the program they are trying to implement and 
understand the need to educate the “whole child.”  
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Rhonda mentioned that among the qualities and the attributes that make up an effective 
arts advocate is someone involved in the community: 
Just be very involved. Just keep being involved, get other people involved. It’s as simple 
as placing a call to your family and friends to come out and support the students in the 
community. “Come to a show.” It’s simple as a call your friends a say, “Come 
volunteer,” I have asked people to come and volunteer because we need people to paint 
the stage set. Or a seamstress to help with costumes. Or donate items to the fine and 
performing arts department. It’s as simple as that. Just come and support ad buy tickets. 
Shreya encourages advocates to be truthful in their initiatives. She communicates she has found 
not everyone is against arts education. They just may need to be educated on the value and the 
benefits that come from the arts. Shreya explained once you educate the community on your 
advocacy vision, you are giving them an opportunity to come on board with you in implementing 
arts programming. 
 Susan says every advocate has to be able to build relationships with the community you 
are serving. She mentions it takes time to get to know the students, parents, and community 
members you are working with. Problem solving and flexibility are essential in order to be a 
successful advocate. Susan says it is imperative advocates are educated on urban education and 
understand the needs of the individuals they are serving. Korina encourages novice advocates to 
find a mentor that can help them with their advocacy mission: 
I would suggest they partner with somebody who’s already an advocate. I mean clearly 
you won’t be successful reinventing the wheel. So, I mean, you have to collaborate with 
those who already know how to maneuver the system. 
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Craig says it imperative for advocates to be life-long learners and to become well-versed on what 
other school communities are doing in their advocacy initiatives. These communities are rich 
with individuals who are knowledgeable about sustaining arts education programs: 
Talk to other advocates about what you’re trying to do. There’s a lot of opportunity to 
bring people into schools. There are a lot of opportunities to go to workshops so that you 
can be better prepared for your advocacy journey. 
Aspiring Arts Education Advocates: The Journey to Becoming an Advocate  
 Allison promote anyone who wants to advocate for the arts. The more advocates 
supporting the arts in urban schools the better. Allison explains there is always strength in 
numbers. One person is not able to do it alone: 
I want to encourage their interest in wanting to be an advocate. I would tell them to 
educate themselves to make sure he or she is educated about the arts, to be educated 
about the arts education movement, when it started, how it has been, where it is going, to 
really be educated. 
 Bill encourages aspiring advocates to start their journey by first defining what arts 
advocacy means to them. Many ambitious advocates may already be advocates and may not 
realize they have already been advocating their initiatives in their respective communities: 
Well, first of all, I would ask them to define arts advocate. Because as I said, if you’re 
coming to me to ask about being an arts advocate, what have you been prior to now. 
Where would you like to go with it? Get a sense of an understanding of what they are 
looking for. You know? Where they are coming from. Get them to understand that the 
very fact that you’re asking, to some extent you are an arts advocate. There are a bunch 
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of us who are around. Give us a call. We can share some stuff with you. Yeah. Yeah. If 
you and your staff, if you’re receptive, yeah, we can share. 
Roxanne pushes for hopeful advocates to not give up on their aspirations to becoming an arts 
advocate. She advises them to talk to families and other educators about the value of arts 
education: 
Don’t give up. Please don’t give up. Talk to families and the school community you are 
serving. Families will give you so many anecdotes as to the values of the arts. Sometimes 
the individuals making the decisions are so far removed from the real face-to-face time in 
the classroom, with the teachers, students and with the families. This sometimes leads to 
them not seeing the full picture when making decisions that are in the best interest of the 
students. Don’t give up. 
Misty shares when you aspire to become an advocate, it starts with your heart. Often times your 
heart will guide you in the direction you are meant to go with your advocacy journey: 
To become an arts advocate, that starts with your heart. That starts with the arts being 
something that you are authentically interested in or have a passion for pursuing. Whether 
you studied it, whether you have always been a supporter. I know many of my friends 
support the arts by being in the audience. They donate money to different organizations, 
wherever they see fit. But in the role of being an arts educator and leader, I go back to 
when you think about funding from a government level, really voicing that support and 
one’s opinion to all those who are making the changes in public school education. 
Susan advises aspiring advocates to get to know the community they are serving very well. Get 
familiar with arts service organizations that can support them in their initiatives. She suggests the 
advocates should not rely on just one arts service organization when doing their research. Trying 
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to become familiar with everything that exists in their community is essential. She believes it is 
vital every hopeful advocate have discernment and understand what quality art programs look 
like. 
 Jasmine suggests future advocates should work to expose students early on to arts 
education. She believes the earlier a student’s exposure the more well-rounded their education 
will be: 
Expose the students to the arts very early on. Find out what components of the arts that 
they do well and what types of art they are passionate about. There are so many areas of 
art they can be exposed to in the curriculum. Making sure that they have access 
throughout their entire school career. 
Laura shares during her story that being an arts advocate is worth it. She expresses the need for 
hopeful advocates to do their research and have the documentation that is going to support their 
efforts. Laura also suggests you get as involved as you can with the community you are serving. 
“Make as many connections as you can, be in touch with the joy that you feel and believe about 
the arts and spread it.” 
 Judith concludes by encouraging aspiring advocates to be like Nike and “Just Do it!” If 
the arts are something you are interested in supporting, it means you have thought about it and 
are hoping to get involved: 
So yes, advocate, be partners, work towards it, but you have got to move your feet, and 
you have got to write the check, and you have to acknowledge that we exist purposefully, 
not just by happenstance. We’re there for a reason and we’re not going away. 
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Each participant encourages aspiring advocates to get involved in the community they are 
interested in supporting. They each reiterate the journey of advocacy is an invaluable experience 
for those who are called to serve and support their communities.  
Community Supporter for Arts Education 
Laura’s first exposure to advocacy was when she was offered her first teaching position 
at a performing arts center: 
I ended up teaching at a performing arts center. Again, by accident, this was at the 
beginning of my teaching career. I went through trainings and methodologies that helped 
prepare me to teach in the classroom. I also found my way to directing but again I was 
able to take my skills as an actor and open the artistic lens that way. So that is how I got 
into arts education. 
The community support Laura received from arts organizations drove her desire to become an 
advocate. 
Shreya explains she has shown community support by attending her students’ 
performances. The parents and students appreciated how much Shreya was invested in the school 
community from her commitment both in and outside the classroom: 
So, at my school, there were not many arts programs that were offered during the school 
day. Many of the programs were offered after school and the parents would sign up for 
the after-school offerings. And one of the ways that I would show that I was an advocate 
was to take my own time to go and see some of the art shows and dance performances. I 
think just being around the families and showing support was meaningful to the families 
and the students. Also, because we didn’t have so much of the arts in the school. Seeing 
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teachers go to these things, showed administration that it was important and that it meant 
a lot to the kids and it meant a lot to the teachers and the faulty. 
Shreya showed community support for her students by being present at her students’ visual and 
performing arts recitals. Being present showed her students and their parents she was committed 
to her students both in school and after school. Being an active supporter in the community also 
allowed all community constituents to see how involved she was in her students’ lives. 
 Korina first witnessed community support when she founded a charter school in her local 
area. The community wanted the students to have a well-rounded education just as much as 
Korina did. They were receptive to the opening of the charter school and was happy that Korina 
was invested in the community: 
I mean, I think obviously the reason the school was started was because we know that the 
kids in our area were not receiving an adequate education. So, when we are looking to see 
that we have somebody who is leading our school, they have to have the same vision. 
Which is providing an opportunity for these young people to have a quality education that 
includes arts education. So, we need to make sure we have leaders, teachers, tutors; a part 
of our school system that understand that children learn in different ways.  
Korina’s road to advocacy started when she assessed the community needs and opened up a 
charter school. Her charter school has a strong academic program that includes the fine and 
performing arts. Korina is grateful for the community support she received to better the lives of 
her scholars. 
Jasmine’s first exposure to community support was when she was asked to lead a school 
for the fine and performing arts. Having been exposed to the arts as a young child. She was 
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happy her journey to advocacy led her to serving as a principal at a school for the fine and 
performing arts: 
When I came to my particular school district, because of my K to 12 experience, I was 
asked to become a principal for what was a six to 12 middle high school and it happened 
to be a performing and fine arts school. I then begun to do research on the educational 
scope of performing and fine arts and visited schools both in state and out of state so I 
would become versed in the study of the arts.  
Jasmine gained support in her school district by conducting research on arts education and 
learned how to utilize her advocacy skills to use the arts as a vehicle for education. 
 Misty noticed her community support for arts education when she first went into 
education. The community was supportive of her commitment to teaching dance education. The 
students and families valued Misty’s skill set and felt fortunate to have someone of her caliber in 
the school community: 
I don’t think it was really until I became an adult and became an educator, where I’m able 
to obviously look back and reflect on my experiences as an artist. I think about how my 
path in the arts has taken me in so many directions. And when I say that, I will say from 
everything from working in urban communities to private school institutions and arts 
outreach programs. Teaching at the collegiate level, it really has led me in directions that 
I never could have imagined. I think that is reflective of how arts in general has changed 
in terms of how the public looks at the arts. 
Misty credits her advocacy to the support she received as an educator. Not only did she receive 
support in the classroom, she was also involved in arts outreach programs that supported her in 
her efforts to provide students with a quality learning environment. 
145 
 
Outreach Programs and Residences 
The analysis of the data revealed outreach programs and residences provided an outlet of 
support by exposing arts education in urban schools and districts. Several of my participants 
spoke about to the benefits of utilizing outreach and residency programs in order to provide their 
students with a well-rounded education that includes the arts. The residency programs allow 
students to engage in arts education throughout the school year on a more consistent basis. The 
majority of the residency and outreach programs are long-term, which allows students to have a 
more in-depth learning experience. 
Susan first started getting involved in arts residences as a way to expose her students to 
more arts education programming during the school year. She had a true talent for grant writing 
and was always using the grants she received to bring in arts residences to her district: 
I was the in-school coordinator for the inner-city ensemble residency that I wrote a grant 
for at my school for the fine and performing arts. The residency allowed the students to 
take technique classes in dance. Even though our students were extremely talented, they 
needed the technique classes which helped them strengthen their technique. The 
residency model is a wonderful model and public school should embrace it. I encourage 
schools to look into art residences which would provide more exposure during the school 
year. The residences are the most successful when everyone practices flexibility and 
patience.  
Susan told both the artists in residence and school administrators that in order to make the 
residence work successfully, they must not worry about factors we do not have control over. 
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 During his tenure as a director of visual and performing arts, Bill developed a district 
strings program and collaborated with a local state orchestra. He called himself a scientist and a 
visionary for the ideas and implementations he envisioned for his school district: 
I’ll choose a school from this part of the city, another one from over here. So that’s what I 
did. The program involved the instrumental teachers who all had experience except one 
with teaching a stringed instrument. So, the general idea was, we would partner a 
violinist from the state orchestra organization, with an instrumental teacher from the 
district. The partnership allowed students in grades second through fourth grade to 
participate in the program. The consultant from orchestra organization was a Suzuki 
specialist and incorporated this methodology into the program. 
Bill pushed the idea of having schools from diverse communities in his district participate in the 
strings program. Having a cultivating strings program was a huge success and it was in existence 
for over seven years. 
 Craig’s first exposure to arts outreach programs was through a state performing arts 
center. He was hired to go into several urban school districts where he would teach theater to 
students from elementary through high school: 
I advocated for arts in a lot of different ways. We would do a lot of different jobs when I 
was at the state performing arts center. The performing arts center had an education 
outreach program that organized the residence programs. When I was doing the residence 
programs, we would go out to schools and would teach classes. So, I did long term 
residences, where I would be in schools for several weeks at a time. My goal was to get 
students who wouldn’t normally have the opportunity to experience art some exposure. 
147 
 
Craig mentioned it was important for him to make art for art’s sake with his students. Judith, in 
addition to being a dance educator and studio owner, founded an arts outreach program where 
she offers free dance classes in urban school districts in New Jersey: 
The arts made me who I am today. I am a founder and director of an arts education 
organization that provides dance and related theater arts to people of all ages, aging from 
six months old to 98 years of age. We also educate thousands of students in our arts 
outreach program each year. I know my programs have value because we have been in 
existence for 24 years. You stay in business for 24 years doing good work. Doing good 
work in your community that you are passionate about requires advocacy. 
Parent Support 
Many of my participants viewed parents as an outlet of support for both their advocacy 
initiatives as well as their child’s education. Roxanne mentioned the parents at her school were 
always a good advertisement for her arts education initiatives: 
Parents can speak to the meaningful impact that the arts have on their child’s learning 
experience. When kids come home and they talk about their day to their parents, the 
parents can see the twinkle of excitement in their children’s eyes when they are excited 
about what they learned at school. So, when kids come home with glowing reviews of 
something they learned in dance or visual art class, parents could speak to that as well. 
Bill had a similar experience to Roxanne. The parents in his school district were fond of the arts 
programs. He explained he always pursued his advocacy initiatives with passion and optimism. 
Bill told his school community the arts will have an equitable place in his students’ education. 
The parents were viewed as equal partners in their children’s learning environment: “You want a 
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school to run smoothly. You want a school where parents are supportive and involved. And you 
kid that come to school every day that have a viable arts program.” 
 Korina saw firsthand the impact the arts had on her daughter. She started dancing at a 
young age and her exposure to dance helped her excel in her studies. Currently, her daughter is 
studying law at Harvard and still teaches dance during her spare time: 
Well I think again, using my daughter as an example, I noticed the excellence that she 
had for doing her schoolwork with perfection, for wanting to do her best. I think that 
filtrates and moves into how they can apply it with their arts education into what they do 
every single day. So, I see the importance of it and the positive effects it has on my 
daughter. So, I think it’s important for all children to have an arts education. 
Rhonda had a similar experience to Korina because her daughter was also passionate about dance 
and has been dancing her whole life. Experiencing arts education through the lens of her 
daughter helped her to speak to the many benefits the arts and its lasting effect on learning career 
readiness: 
I had a daughter who was born in 1993, who was very involved in all different kinds of 
arts, performing and everything. My own daughter who was dancing since she could 
walk, and went to college and was a dancer. She pursued a professional career as a Miami 
Heat dancer. She still loves to dance. She has an audition this week. Her exposure 
allowed her to pursue job opportunities in New York City. I see the arts as an outlet for 
professional careers. And that’s why we do what we do. I encourage students to try and 
get a job in the area that they love. 
 Laura shared an experience where she worked at a school community that had a robust 
arts program. The parents, teachers, students, and administration all valued the arts. Eventually 
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the district had leadership turnover and the district was at risk of losing the arts program they all 
worked so hard to build. However, it was the parent community that came together to ensure the 
arts education program would survive: “There was a very difficult situation when their principal 
who loved this program left and they almost lost it, but the parent involvement, the parents saw 
how important it was so they brought it back.” 
Arts Education as a Vehicle for College and Careers 
 The favorable 14 shared through their beautiful narratives the career readiness arts 
education provides their students in the 21st century. They communicate how arts instruction can 
increase and help scholars meet the pressures of college and professional aspirations as well as 
job preparation. Judith during her story shares an example of a student she had the opportunity to 
teach for several years: 
The perfect example is one of my students who I had taught from the time she was about 
12 until she was 18. She graduated from high school and went to Muhlenberg, where she 
doubled majored in dance and neuroscience. So, neuroscience and dance, most people 
would say, “How do they go together?” Well, she had a goal to be a dance therapist for 
children with autism. So, you see, dance can take you many places. It can take you to 
dance therapy, both emotional and physical. It can take you to dance critic, which if you 
happen to write or share that skill, as well as your understanding of dance, you can write 
about it. You can become a doctor that deals with dance injuries. There are so many 
things that if you never danced, then you never understood how it feels to dance or what 
it does for your spirit. How would you know what you could become? You can become 
so many things. 
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Jasmine shared during her story that exposure to art education affords students opportunities both 
in college and in their future careers: 
I think that having them be well-rounded in the manner in which they are being exposed 
to the arts gives them more opportunities for scholarships, for college acceptance, for 
opportunities on Broadway for really tapping into their full potential. 
 Susan hosted an annual Career Day in her district. Her goal was to show students the 
various types of careers students can pursue once they graduate from high school and college. 
She believes art skills are 21st century skills for every child. Susan notes the New Jersey 
Department of Education has art skills listed as part of the career readiness standards. She also 
mentions there are a lot of parallels between the state standards for career readiness and art skills: 
So, in some of the materials that I would send out in preparation for Careers in the Arts 
and beyond Day, I would send out literature from the New Jersey Department of 
Education on how the arts are meeting the needs of the standards that the students must 
meet prior to graduation. So, aligning those career ready practices with art skills is 
important. The visiting artists that were represented at the Career Day would also discuss 
how the 21st century skills run parallel and show a connection to art skills. The arts are 
viable career paths to pursue. One year I looked at the occupational handbook and you 
know; the health careers are always the highest? But the arts are not at the bottom. The 
arts industries are not at the bottom. So, we have to bust the myths that there are not 
careers in the arts field. So, with my intense focus on careers with my counseling 
background, I have really learned a lot and see angels that other people may not see when 
it comes to careers in the arts. 
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Kim says the partnerships schools and arts advocates have with community partners is vital to 
the success of career readiness through the arts: 
The community members in schools are still strong because the community partners can 
advocate and work collaboratively within the school community to promote career 
preparation that includes arts education. When they believe in it, they have a whole 
another base. They have corporate sponsorships and other support systems that are 
willing to advocate and promote arts initiatives in the schools. Having a meaningful 
partnership and allowing the sponsorships to see firsthand how the arts connects to future 
careers is rewarding. At the end of the day, you want to attract the colleges. So, the 
colleges are saying, “Wow, look at these creative individuals. We want them to come to 
our colleges and want to make to pursue the professions that they are passionate about.” 
Now we have jobs, so careers are being built here. So, I would say to them that is really 
important. 
 Rhonda strongly believes her students are well equipped for college and beyond due to 
their exposure to the fine and performing arts. Arts education has provided her students with job 
opportunities, overall awareness, and social elegance. She says her students are able to 
successfully hold an intellectual conversation about the arts and what it has done for them 
personally. Rhonda will follow her students even after they graduate and support them in their 
creative and passionate endeavors: 
I follow a lot of them from high school through college to see their performances and art 
exhibits. A lot of them have come back to the district to teach within the content area of 
the fine and performing arts. 
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Data as a Resource to Support Advocacy 
 Many of my participants mentioned the need to provide data and surveys in their efforts 
to support arts education programming. Korina mentions people are not willing to get involved 
and spend money on initiatives if they do not see the results of what they are asking to support. 
“So, we have plenty of data on how arts education influences academic success.” Once the data 
are shared with all constituents, it should be communicated clearly and presented in a way that is 
going to result in buy-in from the school community. “So, people could really understand how, 
you know, art education is a success on students overall.” 
 Laura has a wealth of experience using data to promote her advocacy goals and 
programming. Her employment with a local performing arts center has given her training on how 
to disseminate and evaluate data through surveys: 
The state performing arts center in the past three years, had implemented surveys, and we 
assemble the data that shows the progress on how students are improving in Dancing 
Classrooms. Their success in other areas, how this bleeds over into their success in 
academics. So, again, just the short answer is data, collecting the data with pre and post 
surveys. Tables and charts are made to use the data for the school communities we work 
with. I can tell you how much we love it and the kids love it but a lot of people need to 
see the cold hard data collected and measured. But I think it’s imperative that we in arts 
education do that. Because the statistics matter and you can’t argue with statistics. 
Misty has had to use data during her many years as an advocate. She believes it is 
essential to measure the progress of students who have been exposed to quality arts education 
programs. Misty encourages educators, advocates, and school leaders to examine school districts 
that have been able to maintain successful arts education programs. The data can measure the 
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benefits and the triumphs of what made the programs stand out from others that might have not 
been as accomplished. The data are a resource which will aid research for other advocates who 
are looking to sustain arts programs. Bill also had to use data in order to implement arts 
education and initiatives in his school district:  
It may be a drag to do, but it’s necessary to continue to show the influence of the arts in 
education. As part of one’s total education. So, you have to have those numbers… 
because some people may only understand numbers. They may not understand seeing the 
students over there dancing. But they will understand if you say, I have 50 students over 
here, who are exceling in the classroom due to their exposure to arts education. Now they 
have a better understanding of the influence and benefits of arts education. 
Allison believes data are a good resource for all advocates. Examining data allows you to 
evaluate not only arts education, but other academic content areas: 
When it comes down to it, you have to quantify everything. You have to quantify to 
qualify. Everything has to be quantified in order to qualify it. So, I would definitely 
support having a way to measure the growth or to measure the outcomes of having arts 
education. Whether that group is showing improvement in student performance, not just 
in arts, but maybe in other academic areas as well. 
My participants highlighted the important role data have on arts advocacy. They each use data to 
implement arts education programs and to sustain them long-term. Data also provides them with 
information on to enhance their programs so they meet the needs of the diverse learners in their 
communities.  
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Pathways to Leadership 
 In this study I sought to understand how the favorable 14 perceived arts education in their 
school communities. It is through their diverse paths to leadership they have helped champion 
their goals as school leader and advocate in their communities. They have supported 
interdisciplinary work and led the charge to support professional development opportunities. My 
participants have also made good use of teaching artists or artists in residence and provided them 
with opportunities to collaborate with other academic educators across the various content areas 
of study. 
Charles serves as the director of the theater program for his school and defines himself as 
a collaborative leader: 
I like to find creative and innovative ways at seeing things from a different perspective. I 
love to hear what other people have to say and try and figure out, “Okay, so how does 
that work together?” In my life I was lucky enough to have a dance teacher who was 
collaborative as well. We would just sit and talk, “Oh, you know what we could do?” We 
started collaborating with spoken word pieces. My kids would perform spoken word and 
her kids would create choreography that was inspired by the spoken word selections. The 
two of us along with the students all knew the collaborative project was special. So, I 
love that kind of stuff. 
Charles’s collaborative spirit allowed his leadership to evolve in many ways. At the beginning of 
his career he led through his collaborative and interdisciplinary expertise. However, over time 
his leadership led him to be more outspoken about his ideas and beliefs on providing children 
with a quality education that includes the arts. 
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 Rhonda is a math coach for her district and works closely with faculty and students. She 
describes her leadership style as a supporter:  
I tell my teachers and students all the time how special they are. It is important to me that 
they see their talents and abilities. Everyone in the district is valued and respected for the 
gifts that they bring to the school community. My goal as a leader is to foster, nurture and 
support the relationships that I have with people. I think I am pretty high on the mark for 
that. 
Roxanne views her leadership from a curriculum perspective. She has a lot of knowledge 
about curriculum and instruction and enjoys coaching teachers in this area: 
So naturally, especially in terms of curriculum, the more interdisciplinary you are, the 
richer your curriculum will be. For me personally, it means pushing to make sure that we 
are infusing arts in content-based classes. I mean, I have seen and worked with math 
teachers who have gone and infused the visual arts in terms of symmetry into math. There 
are those little grids that you can make a picture and seeing how kids just jumped at those 
particular assignments. Whether it is examining how the color wheel comes into play 
within a science class, or as a history teacher for most of my career, setting up projects 
where students can explore their artistic talents.  
Roxanne’s way of advocating is trying to work with people, especially with other teachers she 
coaches, to see where they could work some more of the arts into their own “traditional 
curriculum.” 
 Kim has two roles as a leader. She is a district leader for a big urban school district. She 
is also the founder of an arts research program that goes into several school districts throughout 
the state of New Jersey: 
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Well for me, my leadership focus is bringing a lot of vendors and artists into the 
education field. I have recruited musicians to work both in the school district and for my 
arts outreach program. Originally, I was not sure if they would be interested in working 
within the education community. But I’ve been able to persuade them, because I was 
once them, and understood the professional arts field they were coming from. I was able 
to translate their talents into the classroom, and still keep artist’s integrity. The artists 
come in and enjoy teaching and being with the students. They really love it. 
Shreya is a department chairperson and says her leadership strength is being present: 
For me being present is first and foremost. You have to practice what you preach. You 
have to be present and show up. I take time out of my personal life to attend my student’s 
art recitals because I want my students’ to see that I am there for them. 
Each participant recapped the importance of being present in their school communities. In order 
to be an effective leader, you must evaluate the necessities of your school community and cater 
to those wants by being proactive, supportive, visible, and engaged.  
Constraints and Challenges 
Limited Funding and Resources 
Shreya’s school did not have many resources for the arts education programs. For 
instance, the visual art and music teachers did not have her own classroom: 
However, the art teacher did not have her own classroom. It was art on wheels. She did 
have to go into the core academic classrooms to teach. So, for 45 minutes, my classroom 
became the art room. Which of course there’s pros and cons to that, and the music class 
would come into the classrooms as well. 
Several of the schools that Craig worked in had limited resources: 
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In the organizations with no money it takes just creative problem solving and a 
willingness to kind of take some chances with really simple things. You have to be really 
inventive, what’s the least I can do to tell the story in the best way possible sometimes. 
At another school, I was doing a playwriting lesson and I was not allowed to make 
copies, so I had to go back to the performing arts center to make copies of the plays. I 
would plan ahead so that I had enough copies in advance for my lesson. So, it took a lot 
of extra planning. The school had limited amount of copies they could make during the 
school year. 
Over the span of her professional career, Judith has seen limited resources in the urban school 
districts served by her arts outreach program: 
In most underserved community schools, public schools, you’re lucky if you have one art 
form. Unusually, it’s visual arts. So, you can have somebody who’s creative as far as 
drawing, but you don’t have theater. You don’t have music. Why? Because you have to 
have instruments, and in order to have instruments the district has to provide it. You have 
no money. Districts don’t have money. It’s very, very sad when you discover that the 
voice of each individual child that’s in that particular classroom is possibly being 
thwarted because they’re told to sit down and be quiet, or they’re yelled at to sit down 
and be quiet. In my travels, there was a particular young man, and I was observing a class 
of one of my teaching artists, and there was young man who had an idea, and of course, 
in our way of teaching an idea “You do? What is it? Not sit down and be quiet.” So, he 
shared his idea of movement that could be put into the combination that the class had 
created, and the teaching artist said, “That’s a great idea. Let’s learn that.” So, everybody 
in the class learned it. Now, the principal came in to observe the class, and I said, “Oh, 
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that young man is so good.” She said, “Oh, really? He’s a twitch. He’s always getting in 
trouble.” Now, I’m looking at somebody who I’m thinking is incredibly creative and he’s 
a young African American male who’s engaged in not only being productive, but being 
creative. 
Judith mentions through her arts outreach program, she has seen a lot of talented students who 
thrive when they are given an opportunity to experience the arts. Her arts outreach program is 
funded through several grants. The school districts Judith serves have limited resources and 
appreciate the opportunity for their students to experience art. Misty also experienced resource 
challenges when she worked for an arts outreach program: 
Facilities. Oh, boy. Yeah. Again, that comes with funding. I feel so terrible that I keep 
focusing on that, but it was heartbreaking to know that I sometimes found myself 
teaching in spaces that were not conducive to teaching dance. The physical spaces were 
not the best. It taught me to work with what I had. As much as you want to offer a 
program, you also want to do it right. You want to make sure you do it right. 
Rhonda in her role as a math coach and arts advocate, she says her students need financial 
support now more than ever: 
I feel that there is a need financially now, because I also do activities accounts in my 
school. And I see, where some of the expenditures are. So, they have costume, set-design 
and production fees. This is a public school, so we don’t have a lot of funding. So, they 
have to do fundraisers and things like that to be successful. We don’t have the financial 
backing from parents like some of the suburban schools do. 
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Mandated Testing and Time Pressures 
Laura’s involvement with a state arts outreach program allowed her to see the pressures 
of mandated testing in the public schools. 
With the mandated testing, there is just not enough time for the arts programs because of 
time spent taking the standardized tests. Although some schools that really value these 
arts programs will say they’re testing in the morning, let’s change the time. Can you 
come in the afternoon? I think it will be a wonderful de stressor for the students to do 
these programs. 
Charles mentioned during his story that the pressures of mandated testing wears his students 
down and stresses them out: 
I’ve kind of already said the whole idea of teaching people to be creative in the moment 
is extremely important because anyone can. People who know a bunch of facts; that 
means nothing unless you can take those facts and create something new. I think that’s 
what the arts praises. In regards to high stakes testing, you see the kid’s brains are like 
worn out… They’re coming in class and they just look like they are worn out. They’re 
overburdened with all the information they’re trying to keep up with. They are being 
taught to the test. 
Allison understands the reasons behind mandated testing, however, the test schedule should not 
limit a student’s exposure to the arts: 
Well, I think it’s important because. Yes, it’s important to have mandated tests that 
measures growth, how much a student has learned and measures the level of instruction. 
All that’s important. Keep in mind, you’re not going to be a student forever. Kids aren’t 
going to be in school for their whole lives. Eventually, even if you go to school and you 
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become a medical doctor or you become a lawyer or whatever, you’re eventually going to 
graduate. But the arts continue. And that’s the reason why I think it’s important to be 
exposed to the arts because you want to be well-rounded when you get out of school. 
Very rarely are people going to ask you, “How did you perform on the eighth-grade high 
stakes state tests?” Nobody cares. But you can be 35 or 40 years old and a medical doctor 
and somebody says, “When you were in France, did you attend the The Great Loop in 
Paris?” 
 Kim has turned the testing pressures into a positive. She has found innovative and 
creative ways for the testing initiative to work in her favor. Kim has been able to develop a 
partnership with school administrators to examine artistic ways to teach the content featured on 
the state exams: 
When I’m presenting these programs to principals, I do go, and right now we are doing 
New Jersey State Law (it is the new one). We try to show them information that supports 
that learning. We try to make them understand how mathematics comes into play with 
music. How can we use spatial intelligence here, how can we use drama to strengthen all 
of those anecdotal writing assessments that are on that test? We can write plays that they 
can practice, that they can put on these tests. So, we find old tests and incorporate artistic 
ways to teach the content that is on the test. So, we want to be part of the solution not at 
odds with it. We automatically become partners with the testing initiative. Whatever the 
test is asking for, we can help. Why not? If you have a student that is having a hard time 
grasping the testing content, then come to us. Or if you’ve got students that are fantastic 
with this, you still need to come to us, because it enhances what they are already doing. 
Roxanne has had to assert herself many times due to the pressures of mandated testing: 
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I’ve had to assert myself several times on the front of standardized testing cannot be the 
basis of child’s day and how their schedule is dictated. There are conversations I’ve had 
to have about trying to push for class periods lengths to be more equitable across the 
board. There was a situation on the table for pushing past 90 minutes for English and 
math and shortening the other classes from 60 to even less, 50, 55. Students were 
expressing concerns for how long they were required to sit in the classroom for a great 
length of time. Honestly, their brains could not focus past the one-hour mark of time. 
They had a hard time even sustaining focus, how they wish things were broken up a little 
better. Why is that the classes that they loved so much were the smallest portions of their 
day. This is how they felt. 
 Susan would also experience scheduling challenges when she was hired to evaluate the 
residency programs at her school. She worked alongside other evaluators who worked with the 
district to make sure the residency programs were up to par. Every evaluator was assigned to an 
onsite coordinator would be there during the evaluation process. However, the onsite coordinator 
would often reschedule the evaluations if the district had other commitments going on that day: 
As one of the evaluators, I would compile and I of course did observations as well and 
compiled data and did a huge comprehensive report. But often times whoever is the 
evaluator is assigned to have an onsite coordinator. That is a very hard job. Even with the 
fine training, and the performing arts center was very thorough, it just depended to a large 
extent on the coordinator you got. And let me tell you, and this is where I relate to it 
personally, you cannot imagine the constant changing in schedules. So many weird field 
trips you didn’t know about. I couldn’t even keep it straight at my current school. Or one 
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of my colleagues would show up and say ‘Oh my God. I think I forgot today was 
auditions so we won’t have the studio and you will have to go to the library.’ 
Grants and Scholarships 
Susan used her background in grant writing to her advantage when it came to bringing 
arts education into her school district. Due to the limited resources in her school community, she 
relied on outside grant money to provide programming for her students: 
All grants applications had to be submitted by the school district. It is only because of my 
tenacity, and my good relationships with the district community that the paperwork for 
the grants were approved. The arts supervisor and I had a good working relationship and 
he was always willing to bring arts programming into the school district. We would sit 
down and fill out the grant application together and once it was reviewed and approved 
by the superintendent it was submitted. We had the grant for a few years and it was so 
much fun. Someone actually found a scrapbook from the programming we did with the 
grant. 
Kim, being a co-founder of an art outreach program has a wealth of experience with applying 
and obtaining grant money for her organization: 
So, one example of huge challenge is the funding sources and the bureaucracies that 
you’re working with in a school district. The timelines that you have to follow in a 
district, versus the timelines you have to follow for the grant. And they don’t always jive. 
So, you’re trying to get the district to understand the grant requirements and vice-versa. 
In the middle are 500 kids that you are trying to deliver and implement programming for. 
Grants don’t have to be as prolific; they have to be realistic. This is what I can really do, 
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and this will really work, and these are really the kids I can service. These are the places I 
can take them. 
Jasmine when she was a principal of a fine and performing arts school, made sure her students 
benefited from grants and scholarships: 
I made sure that my students had every resource and opportunity to do well. Our district 
went from $600,000 in scholarships to 11 million in scholarships. Placing a significance 
on all the academics areas that included the arts is important to me as an educator and 
school leader. 
Judith being a dance studio owner, educator the director of an arts outreach program has had her 
fair share of grants and scholarships: 
When you are talking about in-school funding programming, you’re talking about 
funding. So, what’s frustrating is on a continuous basis, every year for the last 24 years, 
we have applied for grants. Why? Because most of the districts don’t have the money for 
a dance residency. So, we ultimately go to the Dodge Foundation. We go to the Turrell 
Fund, we go to Victoria Foundation, the National Endowment for the Arts, the New 
Jersey State Council on the Arts, and we’ve gotten grants over, and over, and over again 
to provide young people with what should be their given right to explore their 
possibilities through the arts. 
Addressing the Nay-Sayers 
Bill, in his journey to implement art education programs, has often came across nay-
sayers who did not believe in the arts: 
The challenges come from again, those who don’t believe that the arts have a value. 
Those who, even before the arts, who don’t even think the young people sitting in those 
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chairs in front of the room have a value, and they have real lives, and goals. All the 
students want is to be the best possible person they can become. We as educators, hope 
that the school in general helps those youngsters become the best person they could be. 
A clear example is Bill’s experience when he was asked to become a principal of a visual and 
performing arts high school. Some of the teachers at the performing arts school thought they 
would have an easier schedule since they were employed at an arts school. They thought arts 
students were not faced with a rigorous schedule that placed a high emphasis on subjects such as 
math, science, and social studies. Under Bill’s new leadership, they soon realized a performing 
arts school is just as academically driven as a nonperforming arts school: 
Serving as the principal of a performing arts school were some of the best times I ever 
had. I don’t know about anybody else. I had a good time. No, I have to say that the 
teachers of the arts had a good time. Some of the nay-sayers who didn’t understand why 
they were teaching at an arts high school because they were teaching non-arts subjects. 
They thought they were able to chill out and have a comfortable environment without 
discipline problems. Then they realized, oh, this is an arts school. These kids rose to the 
occasion. 
Charles asserted he has had to address nay-sayer administrators who did not view the fine and 
performing arts as an academic content area: 
I had to deal with an administrator who said they understood the arts and it became really 
apparent that they didn’t. So, I confronted them and told him that the arts are academic. 
Because he referred to math, and language arts and other subjects as academics. I began 
to explain to the administrator the reasons behind why the arts are academics. So, that 
particular person I thought didn’t get it. That was a case where I did say that we are 
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academics, we are an important equation in the learning process. Arts are the future. So 
anyway, that was a case where I felt like I had to step up and voice my opinion. 
Shreya feels it is her duty as an arts supporter to communicate to nay-sayers the reasons why the 
arts are important: 
So, first, yes, I think to voice your opinions and to again, make sure that there are no 
misconceptions out there, to speak your truth. To explain why it’s so important. I think 
that’s important. If you hear someone saying “Well, that’s just dance or that’s not 
important.” Say something. Speak up. 
Craig has dealt with administrators who were not receptive to the arts. When he comes into 
contact with leaders and educators who do not appreciate the arts, Craig is quick to address them 
with the reasons behind why the arts are a vital part of students’ instruction. “I have experienced 
many challenges, from just rude and dismissive administrators to just enough funding to be able 
to reach as many kids as we would like.” 
Allison had similar experiences with administrators who did not see the importance of the 
arts. One of the principals she worked for would incorporate the arts into the curriculum just long 
enough for her school to be evaluated by the state. Once the evaluators came, they would go 
back to the standard curriculum with no arts component: 
One of the challenges I faced was when I was employed at a charter school. Our 
administrator did not believe in the arts and said, “I’m only incorporating the arts into the 
curriculum because it’s required by the law.” Once the state monitors would come in and 
do their report card evaluation, the administrator would go back to the regular curriculum 
that did not have the arts. So, the challenge was to find ways to bring the arts into my 
classroom without the administrator knowing. My colleagues and I would be on the 
166 
 
lookout for the principal and would teach the arts in our classrooms when she was not in 
sight. My colleagues and I would say to one another, “She’s gone for the day, now we 
can do our arts education.” Now we can show this movie on Alvin Ailey and so forth. 
That was a challenge because this particular administrator did not believe in the arts. She 
had the funding to sustain quality art programs but she chose to spend her money on 
materials that were going to prepare the students for state testing. So, overcoming that, 
that was the biggest hurdle. 
Each participant communicated the importance of standing up to the nay-sayers when it came to 
advocating for arts education. Being vocal and communicating the prominence of the arts 
allowed them to push forward their initiatives and programs despite the negative reactions from 
some of the community members. Despite some of the backlash, they knew they were going to 
roll up their sleeves and provide the type of arts education their students needed and deserved. 
Curriculum and Learning 
Early Exposure to Arts Education 
 All of my participants were also exposed to the arts from a young age and realized early 
on the significance the arts had on their life. Some of them pursued the arts as a profession and 
others committed their life’s work to advocating for arts education. The quotes below explain the 
early exposure my participants had as children. Korina stated: 
I grew up in Newark, so I went to the Newark Community School of the Arts when I was 
young. I took violin and ballet right there. So, I realized early on, it’s important. Even if 
children are not stars, because everybody can’t be a star, but just getting the exposure 
makes a difference, definitely. 
Bill mentions: 
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My first exposure to the arts was at home. My dad was a musician. That was his weekend 
job. He also had a regular job with the government. He was a pianist, an organist. I would 
hear him play at home.  
Kim says:  
My mom was dancer and my father was a jazz enthusiast, so there was always music at 
home. So, I think from birth, my father played the banjo and guitar, so there were always 
musical instruments. I don’t ever remember a time where there wasn’t some type of 
artistic dance or music. 
Craig asserts:  
The arts have been a part of my life since I can remember. My father was a painter. We 
would regularly visit museums and went to see music performances, so it always has 
been part of my life. 
Misty replies: “I was exposed to arts education as a child. So very young, four or five, I would 
say, so that was when I first had exposure.” 
Early exposure to the arts allows children to become aware not only of the elements of 
art, but how they can use the arts for self-expression. Judith “The Language Whisperer” 
witnessed the arts bring out a student’s limitless potential. Roxanne “The Interdisciplinary 
Champion” describes her exposure to the arts as one her fond memories as a child. 
Social and Emotional Learning 
One of the key areas shared during Charles story is how the arts helps with social and 
emotional learning and development: 
I just realized how big a help the arts could be for social and emotional development. I 
just heard somebody mention the other day that the suicide rate is higher than the 
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homicide rate for school aged children. The kids are depressed. Seeing kids on a regular 
basis and seeing how they are faced with issues both at school and home is sad. So, you 
realize that the arts give them a chance to express what they’re going through. So, I think 
that the arts could be an important part of social and emotional learning. So, even the big 
discussion amongst me and my colleagues lately, because you just see the pain and you 
go, “Wow I don’t know how you deal with this type of pain in first or second grade.” 
Allison shared during her narrative she finds creative and motivational ways to 
incorporate the arts into her social and emotional lessons. One of her favorite lessons is a rap 
song that teaches the kids about working hard and believing in themselves. The rap lyrics use 
positive affirmations that help kids develop healthy ways to communicate their feelings. The 
song also relays the message on how to nurture relationships and show empathy: 
Playing Nazir Jones, (AKA) Naz’s, song “I Can” has helped my students tremendously 
with social and emotional learning skills and development. Playing the rap in the morning 
for the kids during morning meeting gives them a better outlook on their learning 
experience. It gets them moving but they have a better outlook because Nazir Jones came 
from an environment similar to them. 
Susan also spoke about the connection the arts has to social and emotional learning. As 
the director of the counseling for her district, she would implement counseling programs 
connected to both social and emotional learning and art initiatives. Susan said it was the best of 
both worlds:  
At every school I was at, I brought the arts in. I received a local arts grant that I used in 
my district to celebrate an International Day program. As a counselor, I am always 
finding creative ways to incorporate the SEL and art programs. I think this may be an 
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avenue for the future, to be honest with you. It is through guidance based SEL aspects of 
the arts as well as career opportunities. This is one area that schools may choose to 
concentrate on moving forward. 
Laura shares in her personal story she is concerned with the isolation occurring through 
social media. She is seeing signs of depression and anxiety among her students due to the 
pressures of social media: 
I am going to circle back to what keeps me awake at night, again with these young people 
and with social media there is isolation. I think that if we can use arts education as a way 
to build community, to create an inclusive and safe space for the children it would be a 
positive. There is a connection with how arts education, specifically theater classes and 
some dance classes parallels with trauma informed care. The pillars of a great art class 
are creating a safe space, creating a community agreement within a class. Those skills 
that we need for trauma informed care and those are skills that we need in society. 
Misty shares the arts do have a positive outcome on social and emotional development and care: 
The arts have a very helpful outcome when implemented in school programs, specifically 
Kindergarten through 12 grades. Even for adults who may not have experienced a 
Kindergarten through 12 grade programs, it has a positive influence. People turn to the 
arts for self-care, for mental health. And I laugh and I chuckle, but it’s very true. You 
have art therapy for kids. Some adults do art therapy. The research that is done will 
definitely show hundreds of examples in which the arts do have a great impact upon 
one’s life in different ways that includes social and emotional development. 
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When Korina first founded her charter school, social and emotional development was 
important to her. She sees a direct correlation between the arts and social and emotional learning. 
This was one of the main components she incorporated into the school’s mission statement: 
Well for starters, I think the SEL skills and the arts builds confidence in the students. 
Learning to perform. Learning to speak in front of crowds is a big thing. Everything that 
you said, all those areas, facets of arts, and SEL components does nothing but build 
character in a student. 
Korina made a commitment to her community her school was going to educate the entire child. 
Social and emotional development and the arts are parts of the learning equation. She shares her 
school is providing a top-notch education because it is what the children in her community 
deserve. Craig asserted his view of arts education is always evolving: 
I think my view of arts education is always evolving and I think I’m always looking for 
different ways that it can be an effective tool in social and emotional learning; an 
effective tool as a form of communication, to allow kids to have more access to their 
emotional life. I want my students to see more beauty and to see joy. I want them to be 
able to think critically and be able to answer hard questions. 
Arts as Academics: Exploring the Integrated Learning Approach 
Jasmine communicated during her beautiful narrative that her district sees the arts as an 
academic content area. They value and respect the arts the same way they do the other academic 
subjects: 
Well, my supervisor for the arts would say, “How dare you say that arts are not 
academics because art is academic.” Right? And so, when you look at it like that, then 
cross content approach to everything is key. So, for me, I went through two, three years 
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of arts integration in every single content area to make sure that those connections were 
being made. So, it should be blended, it should be choices when kids are doing projects, it 
should be part of the choice component of that. The gift of the arts is just like if you have 
a person that you want to say has this great IQ and they are just in the intellectual 
spectrum of math and science, right? If that is the case, then you want to keep pushing 
them in that direction and you want to make sure that’s incorporated in everything. So 
then why not allow them to be in architecture? Oh, guess what? The arts are in that as 
well too because they have to design.  
She shares the cross-content approach of all the academics and viewing the arts as academics are 
keys for success. Kim expresses her optimism with cross-curricular work and feel this is the 
direction public schools are going in: 
The advocacy area is going more in the direction of blending arts education with 
academic core subjects. The whole concept of STEAM incorporates the arts into learning. 
And of course, I’m sure you know arts advocacy, we really message that and push that 
out there. Because the problem is just that people just didn’t see this as a viable thing to 
do. It’s okay you’re talented. But I remember something very interesting. I had taken a 
Global Human Resource class, and there was an older gentleman who had a background 
as a headhunter for global executive positions. He came into the class with an iPad, he 
was like 99 years old and he said, “Embrace it. Don’t fight the technology.” So, he said, 
“What I do with my applicants is that I ask them how many languages they speak and 
how many instruments they play.” I said, “Really? I’ve always thought I should take my 
music experience off my resume because once you say you are a musician you are just 
disregarded.” And he said, “Oh no.” We leave in a global world that is going in a 
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different direction. People have to be creative and speak multiple languages and they 
have to understand how to be creative. 
Kim concludes by saying blended education is the new direction that education is going in the 
future. Roxanne reveals during her story that cross-curricular work during professional 
development allows teachers to make meaningful connections across the disciplines: 
It’s really easy to weave into professional development, again, if you’re out there and are 
able to observe. The culture of my school is very much about observing people in your 
content area and outside of your content area. If you want to see another school, fantastic. 
There were days actually set aside where instead of coming to school everyone would 
reach out weeks in advance, and would observe and interview teachers at neighboring 
schools. The idea was to bring back what you’ve learned. So, it made it a lot easier in 
terms of professional development to, again, gather a bunch of different perspectives, to 
bring in exemplars. 
Roxanne explained having time to observe other teachers allowed her to find ways to make those 
cross-curricular connections across the various content areas. Bill shares the same philosophy 
that Jasmine shares when it comes to the arts being an academic discipline. In his district, the arts 
are viewed as academics and treated as such: 
I consider the arts academic. Any teacher who thinks that they can teach their content 
area without touching on some aspect of the arts is mistaken. Not just touching but 
involving some aspect of the arts, they may not know it, but they are. If you take a look at 
the core curriculum, and you see what’s required in the content areas, you can draw a 
wonderful correlation. 
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Interdisciplinary Work With Arts Education 
 Allison encourages interdisciplinary work and feels it serves as an essential partnership in 
order for both the students and teachers to grow as life-long learners: 
Interdisciplinary work should be done regardless. I do see interdisciplinary work as a 
partnership that allows teachers to collaborate and learn from one another. I think we 
need to have more interdisciplinary work as opposed to just saying, “We’re going to have 
integration.” Integration is good, but we still need standalone arts programs alongside 
interdisciplinary work. 
Bill believed strongly in interdisciplinary work to serve as a tool for professional development. 
His teachers would collaborate with other teachers outside their academic discipline. This 
collaboration allowed the teachers to implement innovative curriculum units and ideas. During 
professional development days, Bill also encouraged teachers to facilitate workshops in their 
area of expertise. This allowed teachers to share their unique talents and skills with the school 
district: 
So, I just would ask teachers, would you lead a session? Sure. You know. Their 
colleagues respected them. They all had respect for one another’s areas of expertise. It 
was like, oh, gee, I didn’t know he could do that. I didn’t realize she was experienced in 
that area. It was all building self-esteem for the teachers. So, we did that. Then, the next 
up was, one of my brainstorms, I guess, we would have interdisciplinary days, you could 
sign up, any teacher could sign up for any workshop that day outside of his or her 
discipline. 
 Roxanne coaches her teachers to utilize interdisciplinary work. She has found the more 
interdisciplinary you are, the richer your curriculum and teaching will be. She explained it is 
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hard to incorporate projects and activities with interdisciplinary work without having a 
meaningful conversation and collaboration with other educators. It allows for more conversation 
with one another and provides ample opportunity to enhance a teacher’s professional 
development, curriculum, and the overall learning experience for the students. Misty verbalizes 
the need for interdisciplinary work not only within the field of the fine and performing arts, but 
across other academic concentrations as well: 
So, in terms of academics and when I think of interdisciplinary studies per se, is what I’m 
trying to get to, is the fact that there’s a lot to learn through the arts. You have culture, 
you have sacred religious practices. There’s so much to be said in visual art, performing 
art that you can learn about one’s culture. 
When I asked Laura what she thought of interdisciplinary work, she was excited to talk about the 
many benefits that come from the collaborative work that is done across content areas:  
Oh my god. I say yes! My favorite thing that I have done recently to my daughter’s 
dismay, is at back to school night. I spoke to the English teacher who was doing 
Shakespeare. And I said, Do you ever have anyone come in to help you? I love 
Shakespeare. I’m in arts education, I would happily come in and help you with some of 
these lessons. And I did. It’s not that I’m patting my own back, but her mind was blown. 
This is not where she approaches it. She approaches it from more of an intellectual 
learning of Shakespeare. What I was able to bring as an art educator is how do we 
connect to this? Talk to me about some fun facts. Talk to me about some TMZ facts 
about William Shakespeare. Okay, let us stand up. How do you get that line in to your 
body? What is the gesture that brings those words to life? So, I love doing that work with 
educators who do not have that sort of life breathed into the work. And I wonder, we 
175 
 
have done it for early childhood learning in the Wolf Trap program. You bring arts 
education into Science into the STEM and STEAM. But I have not done that for older 
kids. I mean, this is how I learned. I am someone who, hey, I can tell you the constitution 
the preamble because I learned it from a song. 
 Susan describes interdisciplinary work as important work, however, it should be done in 
a way that is not going to take away from the content areas that are doing the work. She explains 
if the art teacher is collaborating alongside another academic discipline, the teacher should not 
think the arts teachers is increasing their workload by incorporating the art components into the 
curriculum or unit of study: 
If there is a way for a student to use the arts to complete segments of the existing 
curriculum, it’s nothing new it’s interdisciplinary. However, you want to do it in such a 
way that you’re not taking away from the other content area. You don’t want the teachers 
to think you’re adding something more to their curriculum. This is very important. The 
teachers must see it as a way that they are enhancing their curriculum without adding 
more work to their teaching responsibilities. You want them to see it as they are fulfilling 
the students learning, skills and abilities of whatever that might be. Synthesizing some of 
the higher order thinking skills that are a part of every curriculum. That’s the way to do 
it, but it can’t be extra. Because teachers and the way the school schedule is designed in 
public education, every course that is taken, it’s all reported to Trenton. The daily 
attendance, everything goes through a system, but you can have two teachers. So as long 
as they’re following the curriculum, they can use the arts to fulfill. There’s a lot of 
possibilities, as I’m sure you know, in social studies and of course, language arts. I 
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actually used to do some joint lessons with the fourth-grade math teacher, because I did a 
movement lesson using body socks. 
 Charles shared during his narrative that he loves interdisciplinary work. He has fond 
memories of interdisciplinary work he completed with his colleagues over the years. He has 
found through the collaboration process, the teachers and the students gain a heightened 
understanding of the course content: 
I love it. I did a workshop with my language arts teachers. We actually did a piece like 
that. One of my coworkers was reading stories by Walter Dean Myers and she said, “Hey 
would you mind coming in?” I told the kids they should try to write scenes from the 
book. So, I came in and kind of edited their writing and then it didn’t turn them off. So, 
we ended up providing a workshop that incorporated the interdisciplinary work between 
the two disciplines. The kids got such a kick out of combining both the language arts and 
theater arts component. The students had to figure out, “Okay, how am I going to pull 
this off? What costumes are we going to use for our designated characters?” This 
experience got them into the literature because it allowed them to be creative. So yeah, I 
love collaborating like that. 
Playing to Students Strengths and Abilities Through the Arts 
 Allison shares during her narrative how the arts impacted not only her students, but her 
sister as well. Her sister attended a high school for the fine and performing arts and was a music 
major. Allison witnessed how dedicated her sister was to her major and knew this was an outlet 
for her to shine. Academically she did well because she shined in the arts and that served as an 
outlet for her to express herself. Allison mentioned her sister was the most creative out of all her 
siblings and loved playing the piano: 
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I saw firsthand how dedicated the students were to their major in high school. I saw how 
dedicated my sister was because she played the piano and what it did for her. My sister 
wasn’t the strongest academically in our family. However, she was the one that was 
artistic and that was her outlet to shine. She could play the piano like there was no 
tomorrow. So I just saw the difference and I saw how thrilled my sister was to go to 
school. My sister would not be absent from school. She would say, “I can’t fail my 
major.” This was a ninth-grader saying, “I cannot fail my major.” She would come to my 
father’s office and run off her sheet music for class. She would say to my father and me, 
“I have to do it. I have to try so hard.” You saw how dedicated she was to her studies. 
That gave her confidence. 
Allison concludes by saying how the arts serve as an opportunity for students to explore talents 
they might have not known they had until they were exposed. Judith, who has been in education 
for over 40 years, has seen her students thrive academically after being exposed to the arts. She 
has seen students struggle in certain academic classes, however, they would come alive on the 
stage during a performance: 
They experienced the ability to get on stage, to perform, get applause, do well and 
succeed. Whereas they weren’t feeling that at all when they were struggling in some of 
their academic classes. So, that’s an experience, and those are the little things, I think, 
that keep me advocating because I see the difference it makes in a child’s life. Their 
ability to stay focused their ability to think, “I’m good at something.” 
Korina has witnessed in her students how they have improved their academics through 
the arts. “Again, statistically it shows that having an arts education helps you to succeed both 
academically, mentally and with all components of learning.” Roxanne shared during her 
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personal story the strides her students made in their academic classes after being exposed to arts 
education: 
I’ve seen students who claim that they can’t do math but will somehow sketch out a 
beautiful image that clearly required mathematical concepts in order to get all of your 
sizing, and perspective. That’s math. It might not be traditional up on a whiteboard math, 
but it still is. Kids who say, “Oh, math isn’t my thing,” but somehow you can stay in step 
when it comes to playing an instrument. Keeping up with the beat and counting out 
measures, that is still math. 
 Rhonda says in her school district the students have to maintain a high grade point 
average in order to participate in the variety of fine and performing art programs. She describes 
her school district as being future ready and college bound: 
Our district is not solely the performing and fine arts; we are also future ready, we are 
college bound. We are very involved in supporting students, not only through the 
academics and the performing arts, but make sure that they are on track for college. We 
want them to attend good colleges, to make sure that they have enough credits. We also 
make sure that their GPAs are up to par. The students are not able to participate in some 
of the activities if they fall below a certain GPA. The students understand that if they are 
going to be their best at their arts discipline, they have to do well in school. In order for 
them to get accepted into colleges and get scholarships, they have to do well 
academically. 
Power of Professional Development 
Bill believed strongly in investing in his teachers so he allotted time throughout the year 
for professional development. He defines one of his strengths as providing his teachers with 
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resources for them to hone their skills. Their thirst for learning is then transferred over into their 
teaching. The students ultimately are receiving the fruits of this labor. Bill described it as a win-
win situation for everyone in the community. Bill and the administrative team are committed to 
the teachers and the teachers are equally committed to the scholars:  
I remember a partnership we had with the Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts. We 
went there on some of our professional development outings. We had two busloads of 
teachers who went there. It was a big awakening for both the teachers and administrators. 
It helped the teachers to know that they are special. Here we are, at Lincoln Center, you 
know? Sitting in on one of their rehearsals. Lincoln Center. Afterwards, the bus was 
going to take us on a personal tour of the Met Museum. Like, wow. The teachers were in 
awe. I have a video of this professional development experience. 
Rhonda shares that her district provides professional development every week. The 
teachers all get together for professional development workshops and staff training. Between 
team meetings, department meetings, and district in-service meetings the staff receives robust 
professional training throughout the year: 
We have team meetings, all the academic teachers get together for whole staff 
development. We always meet together as a full faculty to receive training so 
everybody’s hearing and receiving the same staff development. At staff development 
meeting and workshops we are able to share best classroom practices, teacher instruction 
and curriculum and instruction. 
 When Roxanne reflected on the components, she looks for when she coaches her 
teachers. She often concentrates on how a lesson is being delivered. However, she recognizes the 
180 
 
interdisciplinary work allows teachers to hone their skills, which is part of the professional 
development process: 
I’m thinking of this from the instructional coach point-of-view. Oftentimes within 
coaching of teachers, we tend to zoom in on either the curriculum instruction piece of it, 
like, “How was the lesson delivered? How do you know that the students got it?” All of 
the traditional teacher moves, or if it’s management engagement, things of the sort. But if 
coaches and others working on instruction can make it a practice to zoom in on that 
interdisciplinary piece, that weaving in of arts in some of those conversations, I think that 
would have a pretty significant ripple effect. I would love to see more of that. Then when 
it came time to things that are more traditional teacher things like monitoring the room, 
conferencing with small groups of students and things of that sort. There was just so 
much more to bring in terms of exemplars and non-exemplars. 
Kim, in her district leadership position, provides professional development throughout 
the year. Professional development allows the teachers in her district to learn creative and 
innovative ways to teach their curriculum. Utilizing differentiated instruction allows each teacher 
to find ways to cater to each child’s style of learning: 
Bringing in professional development to the schools is key. Let’s have a day of 
professional development, and let me give you some ideas. Let’s talk about that. Let’s 
talk about if we were teaching math this way. I have done this with teachers. We will 
give them a scenario, and they brainstorm it out, and come up with a whole another way 
to do it. Sometimes it’s just another way to view the curriculum and teaching strategies. 
The favorable 14 have all used the power of professional development to better equip their 
faculty for artistic and groundbreaking ways to promote teaching and learning. Faculty 
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development provided inventive ways to cater to each student’s diverse style of learning through 
differentiated instruction. Each participant saw the need to continuously reflect and enhance 
teaching practices so they could deliver the instruction and education experience the students 
deserve. 
Value of the Arts 
As I analyzed the data from the favorable 14, they all share a common thread which is 
advocacy. All 14 are extremely passionate and had a desire to advocate for arts education. The 
favorable 14 all supported and valued the arts in their schools and wanted students in their 
district to have exposure. Although all of their stories are unique, they all became advocates 
through their own experiences with arts education. Some of them were exposed to the arts during 
their childhood and others were first introduced to the arts through their children.  
Rhonda “The Supporter” has seen the fruits of her labor which drives her to continue to 
advocate for the arts. Seeing the difference the arts has on her students learning is rewarding to 
her. Roxanne “The Interdisciplinary Champion” decided she was going to become an advocate 
after seeing the benefits it had on her students’ education. She explained that watching them 
grow within the arts validated her commitment to advocacy. Kim “Artist and Educator 
Extraordinaire” states her reasons for becoming an advocate when she saw students of color 
being classified into special education: 
I’ve really felt that children were shut out and classified right away. I started off in 
special education, so I saw this happen often. Disproportionately brown students, students 
of color were being classified into the special education programs. The key is through the 
arts. For example, we have a student, he doesn’t sit down, he doesn’t focus, let’s 
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incorporate drumming into the learning process. Let’s work with a drum class. Because 
now you have a partner. 
Kim explains that all students learn differently and sometimes it takes exposing them to the arts 
to help them make connections in the classroom. She witnessed the powerful impact the arts 
have had on her students. The majority did not have a learning disability, it just took exposing 
them to a creative way of learning that allowed them to thrive in the classroom. Craig “Mr. 
Shakespearean” always described himself as an arts advocate: 
I mean for me it was just always what I did. I think it was more the impact I saw 
happening in other peoples’ lives that made me an advocate for the arts. I just have seen a 
lot of kids over the years really benefit from having someone offer them an experience, a 
direct experience with making art. 
Craig shares he sees the transformation art has on his students and considers it an honor to be an 
advocate. 
Vocalizing the Value of Arts Education 
 Allison started vocalizing the value of arts education when she saw firsthand how much 
her students looked forward to taking art classes. She mentioned some of her students may not be 
strong academically, but when they take a music class they thrive. Seeing the benefits her 
students had by being exposed to the arts made her say “We have to fight for this and I have to 
fight for this.” Seeing the arts transform her students was a pivotal moment for Allison. This 
experience led her to openly vocalize the value of arts education in her school community. Bill 
says when he communicated the value of arts education, he did receive some pushback from 
colleagues in his district: 
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It’s almost impossible to not experience challenges. Because so many people, 
unfortunately, in public school education, and perhaps outside of public-school 
education, don’t see the value of the arts. Just thinking about those youngsters who only 
came to school on Fridays because that was the day, they had music class. That was an 
opportunity for them to express themselves. The students would take the content they 
learned and share it with their friends. But a least one day a week out of a five-day school 
week, they were in school all day. And so, they were learning something. So, if we 
perhaps had music for youngsters five days a week, the entire school year, it could work. 
Exposure to the arts could help them become the positive human beings they are meant to 
be. 
Bill further explained the obstacles come from educators not believing the arts have value. 
Despite the trials and tribulations Bill has encountered, he still continues to express the value of 
arts education. Korina saw the value of arts education through her daughter. My exposure came 
from seeing the powerful effect it had on my daughter. Once my daughter was exposed, I was 
able to have a better understanding on the value of arts education. Seeing how passionate she 
was about dance allowed me to see the importance of the fine and performing arts. I learned 
through her the benefits that come from having an arts education. 
One of the values of arts education is that it builds confidence and character in children. 
They learn how to perform in front of a large audience. The students learn the art of 
public speaking which is a life skill. Once I realized the value of arts education, I made 
sure it was an important component of my scholar’s educational experience. As a co-
founder of a successful charter school, I knew that having a robust art program would 
provide the students with a well-rounded education. 
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Misty saw the value of the arts when she took her first ballet class four years of age. 
I’m living proof. I am living proof of all the things I mentioned, the commitment, the 
drive, the self-discipline, the time management, having the opportunity to express oneself 
creatively. I am living proof that it does have a positive impact on learning. So, one might 
say, “Well, who are you?” But I say that with laughter because it’s something I’m very 
proud of. My story, really demonstrates how when a child has access and is exposed to 
the arts that they are passionate, how it can turn into something beautiful. 
 Laura believes the arts provides creative expression and allows humans to connect with 
one another: “Why am I an arts advocate? I believe in creative expression and I believe that it 
allows us as humans to connect. I believe it allows individuals to express and nurture their own 
voices, their needs for expression.” 
 Rhonda’s exposure to working as a math coach at a fine and performing arts school 
allowed her to see firsthand the value of arts education: “I think me being exposed to the 
performing arts and being involved really with some of the performing art teachers and the 
things that they do, has enabled me to see the importance of the arts.” 
 Jasmine feels the arts affords her students with meaningful learning prospects and 
provides them with a well-rounded education: “I think that having them be well-rounded in the 
manner in which they are being exposed to the arts gives them more opportunities for 
scholarships, for college acceptance, for opportunities on Broadway for really tapping into their 
potential.” 
 Every advocate saw the importance of communicating the value of arts education despite 
some of the trials and tribulations they encountered along the way. As effective supporters for 
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arts education, they all had the tenacity, perseverance, and grit to fight for the arts in their school 
communities. 
Arts for Social Justice  
In reviewing the narratives of my participants, their unique and personal stories have 
highlighted how the arts has served as a powerful change agent for social change. The examples 
were given by school leaders who had a passion for social justice and arts education. Their 
experiences showed when connected intentionally with social justice and learning purposes, the 
arts offered a catalyst for social transformation. Eisner (1999) asserted that a guiding purpose in 
any successful art education curriculum should be to “enable students to understand that there is 
a connection between the content and form that the arts display and the culture and time in which 
the work is created” (p. 148). He further indicated this contains “the ability to recognize and 
accept multiple perspectives and resolutions” (p. 148). Art education programs have offered a 
way scholars learn about diverse experiences and cultures unlike their own. If administrators, 
teachers, and advocates want to help students reach their fullest potential, the arts, which 
inherently embodies human connections, must hold an important position in their schools.  
Social Justice and Equity for Arts Education 
 Allison suggests we should advocate for the beneficial outcomes arts education has on 
student learning. How have we evolved from Brown v. the Board of Education? As educators we 
are supposed to be providing our students with a well-rounded and quality education. How have 
we changed as an education system that is supposed to be providing students with an equitable 
education? The suburban schools have a significant amount of resources and programming, 
however, the urban school districts have very little: 
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We are not upholding the law from my standpoint. And then I could take it a step further 
and I could say, how much further have we come from plantation schools if we don’t 
offer this when we can? There is enough money. It is unfair to our communities of color, 
which happens to, for the most part, make up the inner city. It is an issue of morals and if 
we are true Americans. I do not know how we can say that this is okay to not have the 
arts in the inner city. 
Allison reiterates the importance of every child receiving a well-rounded education. The quality 
of the education students receive should not be determined by the area and zip code they are 
from. Jasmine believes it is essential for every student to receive an equitable education and have 
access to quality resources and learning materials. If students do not receive a well-versed 
education, you will never know what their strengths and talents are: 
It you talk about the Every Child Succeeds Act, or No Child Left Behind (NCLB), then 
that means that you’re trying to make sure what equity and access are happening for 
every student. If you leave out any part of it, then that might have been the one. You have 
so many kids that are considered at risk because of the test. Right? However, if students 
were exposed to a well-rounded education that included the arts, a light bulb might’ve 
went off and allowed the student to make a connection that they might not necessarily 
had made otherwise. 
Susan speaks fondly of the many benefits the arts has on student’s education. She has witnessed 
students using the arts as a platform to express themselves through social action themes and 
topics. She reminisces on a dance piece performed at her school that told the story of Trayvon 
Martin. The school principal as well as other audience members spoke about how powerful this 
performance was. Susan has also seen the arts having a long lasting effect on a student’s 
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academics and social and emotional growth. “Let them explore and get in touch with the creative 
side of their imagination, so they can build those positive skills.” She has seen her students grow 
and nurture their limitless potential. However, she says despite over four decades in education 
she is still fighting the good fight: 
And so to use the art from the social action component, from the social and emotional 
benefits that even if clearly these kids have no inclination, let them explore and get in 
touch with the creative side in their imagination, so they can build those positive skills. 
What I found with my kids going back to the alternative high school, you know what it 
came down to Monica? They just needed a way to express themselves. 
Roxanne says she sees the lack of social justice in the inequity of resources when it comes to arts 
education in urban schools: 
Yes, especially on the inequity piece behind urban schools and suburban schools. Even 
with attempts with avid districts and things of the sort, it’s still inequitable. So, if there 
were funding to make sure that we could get some more full-time teachers of the arts it 
would provide an equitable experience for the students. 
 Charles says it is imperative students receive an equitable education: 
I spend a lot of my own money just to make it work for my students. I’ve been lucky 
enough to work with other people who kind of feel the same way. So, we’re kind of like, 
“Okay, we’ll do whatever we have to do to make this work.” 
Arts Education Benefits Special Education Students 
The majority of the kids assigned to Kim’s class were labeled as “special needs.” She 
remembers asking herself, where are the arts? Why are the teachers using only Type A strategies 
to teach the kids? What happens to the kids who are creative learners and thinkers? 
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So, if you’re taking all that out of the classroom, then you’re removing a strongly 
effective tool that you can use to penetrate and use to get in. You have to get in. If you 
care enough about it. If you’re just going to strictly be a person that deals with just 
mathematical type of learning, or if you’re not willing to open it up, then you’re going to 
lose half your students. And we don’t want that. 
 Kim speaks to the arts as being a catalyst for a new way of teaching and learning. 
Utilizing creative and innovative ways of learning is essential. Understanding the diversity in 
student learning is essential. Bill has seen the benefits the arts has on students with learning 
differences. He saw how well the children learned in diverse genres. Bill’s special needs students 
had the chance to learn a wide variety of dance genres and thrived in class. Since the dance 
program being well received by the special needs students, Bill decided to implement a district 
dance festival: 
So, my students had the ability and opportunity to take different types of dance, whether 
ballet, African dance and modern dance. Some of the students with special needs had 
physical challenges however they danced and danced. Then the next year, we did the 
dance performance at a special needs school again and eventually implemented a district 
wide elementary school dance festival. So, each school came out and did it. We hosted 
the dance festival all the way through the next few years of my career. The dance festival 
drew a large audience. And there again, you had parents with tears in their eyes at seeing 
their youngsters doing what they knew could happen, and that they didn’t know it could 
happen in their urban school district. But it was happening. In those schools with the 
dance program, again you had the situation where you had improved student attendance, 
and improved test scores, improved parental involvement. It has value, again of bringing 
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the parents in. What also happened was, principals at the elementary school level saw 
what was happening with the positive outcome of the dance program.  
 Judith shared an experience where she taught dance to children with autism. Originally, 
the class had both children with autism as well as general education students. Judith notice the 
special needs students needed additional support so they could reach their fullest potential with 
the dance residency program. She asked the principal if she could teach a dance class with just 
the students with autism so they could excel at their own pace: 
I had a dance class that had children with autism interspersed with the general population 
children, but we were finding that we weren’t able to affect the children with autism as 
well as we could while keeping the children in the general population engaged. So we 
spoke with the principal who explained to me that apparently physical education, under 
New Jersey state law, and dance go together, so they’re kind of looked at similarly. 
Whereas, when you’re teaching dance as dance sake and not as physical education or 
exercise. I felt we had to play to the skills and the potential of all the children. The 
general population children needed to be accelerated in terms of how they were being 
taught and how they were learning. Whereas, the children with autism needed to be 
nurtured slightly. Some of them needed to have earphones, some of them could not quite 
reach their hands above mid line. We should acknowledge that and use that in teaching 
them, not try and make them catch up. I realize the thought process behind making their 
experience to be the same as typical children, but the reality is their experience is 
different. I think it is important to cater to their needs to help them propel forward. So, we 
were able to get a class where it was all children with special needs and they started to 
soar, they even performed in the final performance of the school year. So, you play to 
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their strength and they keep on growing and moving forward. But it made me feel like we 
had done something right, that they experienced the ability to get on stage, to perform, 
get applause, do well and succeed. 
Lack of Exposure to the Arts 
 Allison shares how she has watch over the course of her career the lack of exposure her 
students had to arts education. She saw how hurt the kids were with not receiving equitable 
exposure to diverse art programs: 
I became an advocate for arts education so that I could put an end to the inadequate 
education my students were receiving. They are in the classroom all day, and all they 
have to look forward to is the traditional subjects of Math, Reading writing etc. I am not 
knocking the other academic subjects because they are important. However, the arts are 
equally as important. At the end of the day, what is there to look forward to? I have 
watched the joy being snatched out of these kids and the opportunity to be exposed. The 
majority of the students at my school are students of color. They are black and brown 
students who are being left out of the equation. That made me say, “We have to fight for 
this and I have to fight for this.”  
Children should have exposure to arts education from a very young age. It keeps 
me up at night knowing that students are not getting the exposure they need for arts 
education. My niece goes to a very good school, but they don’t have the strings. They 
don’t have a band. They don’t have the things that kids need to be exposed. It really 
bothers me deep down in my spirit. My nephew’s school, doesn’t have an arts education 
program. He’s in a traditional public school and it’s not there. It bothers me because these 
are black and brown students and they are being shortchanged. I have not seen much 
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improvement, with the exception of certain schools like arts high school. Now, arts high 
school that is the exception. You walk in there and you think you’re at Carnegie Hall. It 
is outstanding. But it shouldn’t be one school in the city of only 300 spots. So it’s highly 
competitive. Three hundred spots out of 30,000 students. And that bothers me because 
again, it’s the black and brown kids who are being shortchanged. When you go to other 
districts that are not urban, they are having all kinds of exposure. 
 Kim indicated when she saw schools without an arts program, she would ask them if she 
could bring in an arts residency. Some of the schools Kim has worked for prior to the 
implementation of the arts residency had low state test scores, low attendance, and overall low 
achievement. However, in her selling pitch to the schools, she is usually able to convince school 
leadership that utilizing the arts will help improve student academic performance: 
How can we add to what you’re doing to see if we can make a difference? “Do you have 
arts programming in your schools?” Why don’t we consider partnering with arts 
organizations to incorporate a 16-week residency of something? It’s not a full-blown 
commitment to it. If you got some arts education money lying around, let’s pull in some 
artists so we can see what we can do. 
Misty is concerned about the lack of exposure students have to the arts. She says there are so 
many gifted students who would thrive if they had an opportunity to learn more about the fine 
and performing arts: 
The students who don’t have access. Again, I feel like there are so many talented children 
out there that don’t have an outlet to practice their skillset, to express their creative ideas. 
It goes from just being a hobby that’s not pursued, I guess to something that can be 
absolutely amazing. So, when I think about what keeps me up at night, is the children 
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who don’t have access to programs and how as arts educators we can provide that for 
them. 
Craig has witnessed in some of the schools he has worked at the students are not getting a 
broad-based education, which includes the arts. He has seen firsthand the push for athletics and 
academic content subjects that do not include the arts: 
So, we’re going to have a lot of kids that don’t have a broad-based education that 
includes the arts because they spend so much time focused on athletics and academics. I 
think both of those things are pushing the arts away. In my current school there are 
pushing the arts to the side. 
Korina concludes by saying once educators and arts advocates realize the importance of 
arts education, you need to do everything in your power to make sure the students have the 
resources and receive the education they deserve. That was one of the main reasons for her 
opening up a charter in the same city where she grew up: “Once you already realize the 
importance of arts education, once you’re already working with a population that doesn’t have a 
lot of exposure to that, you realize that it needs to be an important part of their education.”  
 The favorable 14 saw the lack of exposure to arts education as a call to social justice and 
equity for their students. When arts advocates increase the exposure to the arts, the end result can 
empower and engage scholars in critical thinking that cross-examines forms of oppression and 
inequities in the classroom. Adequate exposure to arts education affords students a learning 
experience that promotes diversity, equity, inclusion, and a sense of belonging. Each advocate 
has communicated a life-long commitment to providing students with a justifiable and well-
rounded education.  
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Summary 
The analysis of the themes presented in this chapter and the participants’ life stories 
captured in Chapter 4 comprise the findings of this study that speak directly and eloquently to the 
research questions. First, the findings of this study demonstrate many diverse pathways by urban 
school leaders and community partners to advocate for arts education. This is reflected through 
the themes of advocacy and pathways to leadership. 
 Some of the participants were district leaders and were in charge of curriculum and 
instruction. This allowed them to advocate for the arts through a curricula lens. Jasmine, who is 
an assistant superintendent for curriculum and instruction, not only made sure the arts were 
viewed as an academic discipline, but also made sure the arts program received adequate 
funding. The students in her district receive just as much exposure to the arts as they get from the 
other academic content areas. Bill, who served as a director for the visual and performing arts, 
made sure every school in his district had an arts program. He also was also a visionary leader 
that fostered relationships with community organizations such as the Lincoln Center, New Jersey 
Symphony Orchestra, and the New Jersey Performing Arts Center. Bill’s relationships with 
community partners resulted in several outreach and residency programs for his district. In 
addition to the outreach and residency programs, he implemented a district strings program, 
dance festival, and a jazz band during the tenure of his leadership. 
 The majority of my participants became advocates at a young age. Every participant was 
exposed to the arts as a child and spoke to the positive effect it had on their lives. Their early 
exposure to arts education led them to their life-long journey as an arts supporter. Judith, who 
was a professional dancer for an internationally acclaimed dance company, now is the proud 
owner of a performing arts studio and dance outreach program. Kim was also a professional 
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artist and now serves as a co-founder for an arts outreach program and also serves as a school 
administrator. All of my participants have spent the majority of their professional careers 
providing students with ample opportunities to experience arts education.  
 The participants of this study faced many challenges on their path to advocacy for arts 
education. They encountered funding challenges, testing and scheduling pressures, lack of 
resources, and challenges from nay-sayers who did not value arts education. Specifically, the 
theme, “Obstacles and Constrains” reflects the challenges all my participants encountered during 
their path as an advocate.  
 My participants found innovative ways to get around the challenges they came across. 
Some of my participants had experience with grant writing. Utilizing their grant writing skills 
allowed them to obtain grant money for their district to pay for arts programming and curriculum 
integration. As strong supporters for the arts, they felt it was their mission to think of inventive 
ways to provide their students with a quality learning experience that would give them ample 
exposure to the visual and performing arts. 
 Mandated testing was another obstacle the advocates had to combat within their districts 
and schools. The majority of the participants would deliberately schedule the arts programs 
around the mandated testing so it would not interfere with the testing schedule and preparations. 
Other advocates would incorporate the arts programs into the afterschool program so it would 
not conflict with the test preparations. Some of the advocates were at schools that valued the arts 
just as much as the mandated tests and therefore the fine and performing arts class periods were 
not affected. Some of my participants such as Shreya and Allison would integrate the arts into all 
facets of learning. Allison shared the challenges of sneaking the art components into her lessons 
without the administration knowing because they did not see the value in incorporating the arts 
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into the curriculum. She knew this was the only way her students would have exposure to the 
arts. Allison would use creative teaching tactics such as using music to teach her students the 
parts of speech. She would also use theater activities as a way to teach public speaking helped 
students with oral presentations in class.  
 Finally, what unites the participants in their pursuit for making arts an essential 
component of learning is the incredible successes they have each attained through being active 
and engaged advocates. Several themes unfold the essence of the third research question: which 
addresses the successes that the advocates encountered as a result for implementing arts 
education programs. The advocates saw their students improve both academically, socially, and 
emotionally. They developed confidence in their abilities and were better prepared for both 
college and for their future careers. The arts provided them with the tools to think critically as 
21st century learners and taught them how to view their learning from different perspectives. The 
advocates also witnessed a transformation in their students from a social justice lens that resulted 
in them having a more inclusive learning environment.  
The 14 participants in this study are all strong advocates and leaders who fought by any 
means necessary to provide their students with a quality education that included the arts. They 
utilized numerous resources and outlets despite challenges and tribulations along the way. The 
favorable 14 all share commonalities, including “by any means necessary” to fight for arts 
education in their respective schools. Through their relentless drive, each participant educated 
both school officials and community partners on the true impact the arts has on student learning. 
I concur with Greene (1995) who stated: “In establishing a human realm through movement, the 
dancer, with the participating audience, engages in the basic act out of which arise both all 
experience and our human constructions of the world” (p. 167). My participant Bill “The 
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Implementer and Change Agent” described the arts as being a natural extension of humanity. 
Laura “Broadway Actor and Performer Extraordinaire” described arts as a way for humans to 
connect with one another. Eisner (2001) expressed the notion that human beings are creative and 
they are surrounded by art. Every time an individual uses their imagination, they are creating art 
in their mind. John Dewey, who was quoted by Eisner (2001), made the reference:  
The stamp of aesthetic is needed to be on any intellectual idea in order for that idea to be 
complete. It is the feel, both imaginative and sensible, that the so-called academic studies 
would foster if they were modeled after the arts. (p. 199)  
I feel truly blessed to of had the opportunity to hear their beautiful stories and journeys 
that led to advocating for the arts in their respective communities. Their stories will forever 
remain in my heart and hearts of all the community members that were impacted by their work. 
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Chapter 6: Transcending Forward: Discussion of the Findings and Conclusions 
“Storytelling is our obligation to the next generation. If all we are doing is marketing, we 
are doing a disservice, and not only to our profession, but to our children, and their 
children. Give something of meaning to your audience by inspiring, engaging, and 
educating them with story. Stop marketing. Start storytelling.” 
--Laura Holloway, Founder & Chief of The Storyteller Agency 
Advocates for arts education have long paved the way for students to have a well-
rounded experience in the classroom. They have been the pillar of support in their school 
communities and have worked tirelessly to fight for scholars to receive a superior education that 
includes a robust arts program. Their lifelong commitment to rolling up their sleeves and 
promoting the value of arts education has been at the forefront of their lives from a very young 
age. Most of them have been exposed to the arts as children and witnessed the positive effect it 
has had on their lives. Their sense of unwavering support for the arts and their values for 
providing each student with an equitable education they deserve is both admirable and 
commendable. For the favorable 14 it was their confidence, grit, and belief they could make a 
substantial difference in their respective schools and districts. Their advocacy efforts, 
confidence, and belief they can provide students with an equitable education kept them 
motivated and inspired their journeys to advocate for arts education as leaders and educators. 
Their beautiful stories will help guide future advocacy efforts and research on the powerful effect 
the arts have on students’ learning and educational experience.  
 The favorable 14 were not the only ones who paved the way for equitable education to 
take place in their respective districts. There have been countless other advocates who have 
fought for students around the country to have an equitable learning experience. One example is 
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Ascend Learning, a network of seven charter schools located in Brooklyn, New York. The 
schools went through great lengths to ensure every scholar received a superior education that 
included a robust arts program. Ascend CEO Steven F. Wilson, who is known as an advocate for 
arts education, has a mission to ensure the students who are living in the world’s cultural capital 
are not robbed of an arts education, as so many urban students who come from underserved 
communities often are. Inside the renovated buildings of the Ascend Schools students are 
exposed to visual art, music, and dance. The teachers also incorporate art education into the 
academic subjects. Despite the pressures of high stakes testing, ascend refuses to deprive their 
students of a quality education that encompasses exposure to art education. 
Other arts education advocates such as Rademaker (2007) asserted that arts advocacy can 
serve as an effective tool when community partnerships are nurtured and supported. Supporting 
arts education not only involves providing funding but requires the support from the school 
community. Eisner (1999) who is also a well-known researcher and arts advocate has reported 
that artistic knowledge is a special type of learning for both students and educators. To Eisner, 
creative learning is an integral part of receiving a well-rounded education and should be held in 
the same regard as other academic content areas. Experience in arts education boosts critical 
thinking and problem-solving skills within all the academic disciplines (Eisner, 1999). John 
Dewey (1859-1952), a distinguished American progressive educator and arts advocate, wrote 
extensively on arts education. Similar to Eisner, Dewey (1916) validated the many benefits of 
arts education a vital part of a student’s learning experience. Eisner and Dewey also revealed the 
overall learning experience and environment is ultimately going to affect how a scholar learns. 
Ultimately, Dewey believes the artistic and imaginative learning cannot be separated from 
scholarly learning. Another modern-day supporter of arts education, Maxine Greene (2001), 
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explained arts education familiarizes us with a new way of moving, feeling, seeing, and hearing. 
Arts education allows scholars to reflect and express themselves from diverse and creative lenses 
where conventional learning does not. 
 Advocates for arts education in urban schools are up against the challenges of mandated 
testing, decreased funding, and often limited resources when it comes to providing students with 
an equitable education. Advocates such as the favorable 14 have made substantial strides to 
overcome these obstacles by finding innovative and creative ways to expose their school 
communities to arts education. I feel blessed and fortunate to have had the opportunity to listen 
to their beautiful narratives. This experience forever changed my outlook on advocacy. Their 
stories will have a special place in my heart and the hearts of the many students who have 
benefited from their advocacy efforts. 
Revisiting the Study 
 The purpose of this qualitative study was to understand the experiences of school leaders 
and community partners that have implemented and sustained arts programs in three K-12 urban 
public schools in Northern New Jersey. Each advocate found groundbreaking and creative ways 
to retain and sustain arts education programs in their school districts despite the challenges of 
limited funding and the pressures of mandated testing. This study was designed to provide a 
deeper understanding of the successes and the challenges the favorable 14 encountered on the 
journey pursuing advocacy in their respective school communities. Each advocate, through their 
leadership and unwavering commitment, pioneered arts education programming and initiatives in 
order to provide students with an equitable and justifiable education. This study was guided by 
the research questions that explore the pathways of urban school leaders and community partners 
and how they supported arts education in their respective districts. This study also explored the 
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successes and challenges they faced when implementing arts education programs in their 
respective school communities.  
 As a qualitative researcher, it is imperative the stories of my participants get told in order 
to better understand the life of an arts advocate in urban schools. This study emerged from 
limitations identified in the body of research and recommendations for future studies made by 
several researchers, including Steinbach’s (2013) qualitative study. Steinbach’s study explored 
the outlooks of urban school principals towards the values of arts education programs within the 
framework of accountability coupled with economic pressures in urban schools. All of which has 
worked to undervalue arts education programs and the effect they have had on student learning.  
Through narrative inquiry, I aimed to uncover each participant’s story and how they 
developed a passion for advocacy through their exceptional paths to leadership in urban schools. 
This study highlights the triumphs and obstacles each participant encountered along the way. The 
favorable 14 were gracious in telling their stories and sharing their personal and professional 
triumphs and tribulations with advocacy. As such, this study addresses a deficiency in the 
existing body of literature about the growing interest in exploring the benefits and value of arts 
education and the long-term and lasting effects it has on student learning.  
Furthermore, it is important to note the concept of advocacy became a major component 
of this study. Through several cycles of coding and rigorous data analysis, this study used 
narrative inquiry to communicate the lives of 14 participants who discussed their everyday 
victories and struggles in advocating for arts education in their school communities. In particular, 
this study identified six major themes and 21 subthemes that encapsulate the unique successes 
and challenges the participants encountered and their lived experiences as advocates in urban 
public schools in Northern New Jersey. The six core themes that connect to the research 
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questions posed for this study are: (a) Advocacy for Arts Education in Urban Schools, (b) 
Educational Leadership, (c) Constraints and Obstacles, (d) Curriculum and Learning, (e) Value 
and Potential of Arts Education, and (f) Arts for Social Justice/ Diversity, Equity and Inclusion. 
These themes resulted from several rounds of coding, including the careful review of 208 pages 
of interview transcripts and more than 25 hours of audio recordings. 
Each participant had a clear vision and served as a trailblazer in implementing, 
sustaining, and retaining arts education initiatives, programs, and residences in their respective 
schools and districts. This study was born out of a scarcity of research on the challenges that 
come from exposing students to arts education during an era of high stakes testing and limited 
funding and resources. I wanted to utilize the narrative inquiry and share both the victories as 
well as the challenges each advocate faced as they fought to provide their students with a quality 
education that encompassed the arts. Whether it was utilizing residences and outreach programs 
or opening a groundbreaking charter school, the arts were the focal point of its mission 
statement. Each participant was called to advocacy early in life and considered their journey with 
advocacy to be a connection to humanity and a life-long calling.  
When considering the narrative design, I choose to rely on Clandinin and Connelly’s 
(2000) three-dimensional approach of inward and outward, backward, and forward. Clandinin 
and Connelly (2000) asserted “narrative inquiry is a relational inquiry as we work in the field, 
move from field text, and from field text to research text” (p. 60). Utilizing inward allowed me to 
examine the experiences, hopes, aesthetic reactions, and moral temperament of the favorable 14. 
Examining outward allowed me to observe the external conditions that made up the participants’ 
environment and school community. Observing backward and forward involved surveying the 
past, present, and the future narratives of my participants. Narrative research allowed me a way 
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to think in a more creative, visionary, detailed, and informative way about myself as a researcher 
and about my study participants.  
Summary of the Findings 
Challenges and Obstacles the Favorable 14 Encountered 
The data from this study provides convincing evidence demonstrating the challenges of 
limited resources, funding, time pressures, testing mandates, scheduling conflicts, and the nay-
sayers who did not value and recognize arts education as a valuable part of learning. Each 
participant in this study detailed various obstacles they encountered as they were pivotal in 
advocating for arts education in their schools and districts. Every participant, despite the trials 
and tribulations they faced, persevered by any means necessary for the benefit of the children 
they were serving. Every participant new the importance of being vocal, persistent, and visible in 
their advocacy efforts and initiatives. 
Despite the challenges each advocate encountered, they each found creative and 
innovative ways around the trials they faced. All of them were knowledgeable about finding 
ways to obtain funding. Several of them had experience writing grants and had developed 
partnerships within the community who also donated money to fund arts education initiatives. 
All of the participants encountered the pressures of decreased funding and applied for grants that 
would pay for the cost of hosting residences and outreach programs. The participants who were 
district leaders made sure they allotted equitable funding to the arts programs so each student in 
the district would receive adequate exposure to arts education. 
Trials and Tribulations With State Testing 
The majority of the participants witnessed obstacles due to state testing. Many of the 
participants saw firsthand the stresses associated with high-stakes testing and the effect on 
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students, teachers, and the allotment of monies for arts education. The findings from this study 
are consistent with the studies conducted by Fernandez-Gaztambide et al. (2016), Ingraham and 
Nuttall (2016), Lackey and Huxhold (2016), and Leech and Fulton (2008) on how the pressures 
of mandated testing can result in decreased exposure to arts education. Some of my participants 
communicated that school administrations reallocate arts education time to test preparation.  
The favorable 14 communicated how stressed out the students were with state testing. 
Charles and Roxanne saw firsthand how worn down their students were with testing pressures 
and standards. They mentioned the students were concerned with the number of hours they were 
required to sit at their desks to prepare for mandated testing. The findings from this study are 
aligned with the studies done by Shaw (2018), Spohn (2008), and Wexler (2014b), which 
indicate the pressures of mandated testing resulted in the lack of exposure to art education. The 
students were also questioning why the art classes they loved so much were being taken away or 
decreased in length. These findings are aligned with the study done by Spohn (2008) that found 
shortening art classes sends the message to students that language arts and math are more 
important. Allison mentioned she understands the need for testing, however, schools should not 
punish the students by limiting their exposure to arts education. Allison’s story was consistent 
with a study done by Kos (2018) that asserted yearly testing made it possible to examine how 
scholars performed on an annual basis. She shared during her story students are not going to be 
in school forever. When they are in college or in the professional world, people are not going to 
ask them what they scored on the state exams. She expresses the arts are all around us and 
continue to play an integral part in the human connection. Kim indicated in her story she has 
turned the testing obstacles into a positive. She had developed a partnership with school 
administrators in her district to examine creative ways to teach the content featured on the state 
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tests. This allows students to be exposed to arts education, but at the same time prepare for high-
stakes testing. 
Funding Challenges 
Another obstacle examined in my study was decreased funding for the arts. To address 
this issue, participants applied for grants that would help subsidize the arts programs in their 
districts. Susan, Judith, Jasmine, and Bill had a wealth of knowledge pertaining to grant writing 
and applied for grants and scholarships on a regular basis. My participants’ visionary leadership 
and innovative thinking was aligned with Tutt’s (2014) study. Tutt’s study indicated school 
administrators are finding innovative ways to obtain funding after several years of budget cuts 
and state budget limits. 
The participants were able to obtain funding that resulted in their students benefiting 
from arts initiatives and programming. Some of the participants hired arts outreach and residency 
programs funded through grants. This allowed their districts to expose scholars to arts education 
without having to use district money to fund the residences and programs. These findings align 
with the studies done by Fernandez et al. (2016), Saultz et al. (2017), and Hartle et al. (2015) that 
communicate ways to utilize available funding mechanisms during an era of decreased funding 
and limited resources. 
Many of the participants mentioned they had limited resources and it took creative 
problem solving and the willingness to take some chances on the simple things. Craig mentioned 
he often had to pay to have copies made for his playwriting class because the school would not 
allow him to use their copy machine. Shreya and Misty both mention even though their schools 
had some form of art, the facilities were not equipped to teach the various art forms. For 
205 
 
instance, Shreya mentioned in her story that the art and music teachers did not have their own 
classrooms. The teachers had to come into the various classrooms to teach their art classes.  
Judith had seen throughout her career the lack of resources in urban school districts in her 
area. She explains that in a lot of schools you are lucky if you have one art form in the 
curriculum. Judith mentioned the districts just do not have adequate funding. The majority of 
funding went to the language arts and math content areas, which are the subjects the students are 
tested in. These findings were similar to Ramos and Baugher (2013) that found through 
interviews and surveys that arts education continued to be a low priority in funding due to the 
strain of mandated testing. Judith’s outreach program and dance studio provided exposure to 
students in urban school districts that would not have had the experience otherwise. She is 
grateful her services provide students with the exposure they need and deserve. Misty also shared 
the challenges she encountered with facilities not equipped to teach dance. The facilities were 
not the best and were not conducive to teach dance. The experience taught her she had to work 
with what she had. Misty did communicate to administration that the facilities were not ideal for 
teaching dance, however, because the district had limited funds, there was only so much they 
could do at the time. She mentioned that as much as you want to offer a dance program, you 
want to make sure you do it right and provide the students with a quality experience. Rhonda 
shared due to the lack of funding in her district, she had to do fundraising and apply for grants 
and scholarships to support the visual and performing arts programs. She then mentioned her 
district does not have the same level of funding as the suburban school districts and private 
schools.  
206 
 
Confronting the Nay-Sayers 
Confronting the nay-sayers was another challenge that surfaced in my study. Many of my 
participants had individuals in their school communities who did not value the arts. Bill spoke 
about the nay-sayers in his district who did not see any real benefit from arts education and did 
not value the students the way they should as educators. Bill communicated he was very verbal 
about the benefits of arts education and expressed to the nay-sayers the arts would be an integral 
part of the learning process under his leadership. Charles shared in his personal story he was 
often very vocal about the significance of the arts. He communicated the arts are academics and 
should be valued just as much as the other academic disciplines. Shreya, just like Charles and 
Bill, would not only vocalize the value of the arts, but would spend her personal time attending 
her students’ art programs. She further explained when she encountered the nay-sayers, she 
would speak up and defend the arts program. Every participant communicated they defended the 
arts because they realized how important arts education was to their students.  
In fact, Allison shared she integrated the arts into her curriculum despite the opposition 
she received from the school principal. The principal would consistently communicate that all 
the money she received would go to the academic subjects in preparation for the state tests. The 
principal saw no importance in her school having an arts program. Allison would incorporate the 
art lessons when the principal was not in sight so her students would receive exposure. These 
findings align with Branscome and Robinson’s (2017) study that asserted there are not any state 
exams that evaluate a student’s creative ability, so public schools have a tendency to allocate 
funding to the academic disciplines the students are tested on. The favorable 14 were all assertive 
and outspoken when it came to defending arts education. Despite some of the criticisms they 
received, they were going to do whatever it took to provide their students with a well-rounded 
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education that included the arts. Even though each participant encountered challenges, they did 
not let the trials and tribulations get in the way of providing arts education to their students. The 
data collected during their stories addressed my research question on the various challenges the 
participants faced in order to implement and sustain arts education programs. 
Power of Curriculum and Learning 
Another finding in my study was the early exposure my participants had to arts 
education. Many of the participants’ first exposure came through a family member who was 
heavily involved in the arts. Due to their early exposure, they realized early on the many benefits 
the arts had on the learning experience. Some of my participants pursued the arts as a career and 
can attest the arts provided them with the necessary tools to pursue their professional goals and 
aspirations. For instance, Korina who is an emergency room physician, saw the benefits the arts 
had on her life and her daughter’s life. As a result, she founded a groundbreaking charter school 
whose mission statement encompasses the value of the arts education. The school’s main focus is 
to provide students with a top-notch education that will prepare them for college and beyond. 
 The findings of this study are similar to the study done by Bloom (2013) that suggests 
exposure to arts education results in students engaging in meaningful conversations and 
experiences that will result in them having diverse thoughts and perspectives. The study also 
asserts students who have experience with arts education can learn in a new way that prepares 
them with life-long skills. The participants all attested their early exposure resulted in receiving a 
quality education that prepared them academically, creatively, socially, and emotionally. 
Exposure to the arts had also given them the confidence and perseverance to pursue their dreams 
and aspirations. The favorable 14 each shared they want to see the same confidence in their 
students. Each participant saw firsthand the benefits and successes their students had from being 
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exposed to arts education. Every participant used their creative and innovative leadership to 
provide their students with a quality education that encompassed the arts. The findings of this 
study answered both the first and second research questions on the different pathways of 
leadership and the successes that resulted in providing students with an arts education. 
Arts and the Connection to Social and Emotional Learning 
Another key finding in my study was the connection the arts had to social and emotional 
learning. Charles saw how the arts provided healing and comfort to his students during some 
difficult times. The findings of my study are connected to Scott et al.’s (2012) research that 
validates how arts integration strengthens academic achievement and promotes healthy social 
and emotional development among students. The arts had given Charles’ students an outlet to 
express themselves and what they were going through both at home and at school. Laura 
witnessed how the arts helped her daughter with depression during a dark time in her life. She 
has also seen isolation, depression, and anxiety in her students due to the pressures of social 
media. Laura uses arts education as a way to build community and inclusivity among her 
students. She communicates the great pillars of an art class are creating a safe space and a 
community agreement that promotes social and emotional learning. Laura’s experience relates to 
the study of Dalton and Hrenko (2016) that validate arts integration provides a loving and 
inclusive community that promotes holistic learning. The same study also emphasizes the 
connections that transformation arts integration has on the social and emotional development and 
caters to the development of the whole child. With regards to this findings, Laura then reiterates 
the skills her students receive through arts education provide trauma informed care, which are 
skills needed in society.  
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Allison used music as a resource to build confidence in her students. Incorporating songs 
that had positive affirmations on students’ self-esteem and valuing who they are as a person 
played an integral part in Allison’s daily routines. Susan, who oversaw the counseling program 
for her district, saw firsthand the connection the arts had to social and emotional learning. She 
communicated the partnership the arts has with social and emotional learning is an avenue for 
the future and will benefit students for generations to come. Korina shared when she was 
planning to open her school, she wanted to make sure social and emotional development was a 
focal point for curriculum planning and instruction. Her mission for opening up her school was 
to make sure the students in her community receive an equitable education despite growing up in 
an underserved community. These findings are connected to a study done by Boske et al. (2017) 
that validates all students, no matter if they are from an affluent community or a marginalized 
community, benefit when exposed to an equitable education that fosters social and emotional 
development and creative and holistic learning. The findings in my study answered my research 
questions as to the innovative ways each participant implemented arts education in their 
respective communities. Each participant saw how the arts fostered social and emotional growth 
and found resourceful ways to incorporate the arts education into their learning communities.  
Significance of Professional Development 
Professional development was another theme that came across in my study. Every 
participant referred to the arts as an academic subject. They value and respect the arts the same 
way they do the other academic disciplines. Jasmine shared in her story in which she went 
through several years of arts integration in every content area to make sure cross-curricular 
connections were being made in the classroom. She communicated that during professional 
development workshops, the teachers were taught how to incorporate the arts across the other 
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academic subjects. Jasmine reiterated blended learning through interdisciplinary and integrated 
work were keys to success. Kim, Bill, and Roxanne also expressed their optimism with cross-
curricular work and see this as the new direction public schools are going in. They each 
communicated that cross-curricular work during professional development allows teachers to 
make meaningful and cross-curricular connections, which enhance the learning process. The 
finding of this study align with what Agofure (2016) and Lackey and Huxhold (2016) show how 
cross-curricular work strengthens a teacher’s experience and a student’s experience through a 
discovery of new skills and concepts and gives them an open mind to view diverse perspectives 
of learning. 
 For instance, Allison invited interdisciplinary work and feels it served as a vital 
partnership in order for educators and students to grow as life-long learners. Bill also saw 
interdisciplinary work as an effective tool for professional development. He was well known in 
his district for getting teachers together during faculty workshops to collaborate across the 
academic subjects. The staff collaboration resulted in the implementation of innovative curricula 
projects and programs. Bill also invited his teaching staff to lead professional development 
workshops in their fields of expertise. This allowed the faculty to share their talents and 
knowledge across the district.  
All the participants expressed the benefits that come from interdisciplinary work they 
each use as life-long learners. They each found the more interdisciplinary you are, the richer the 
curriculum and teaching will be. The favorable 14 explained it is hard to incorporate projects, 
activities, and programs without interdisciplinary work. Every participant communicated that 
through interdisciplinary work, the teachers and students gain a solid understanding of the 
learning process. My study findings connect with the study of Ingraham and Nuttall (2016) that 
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focuses on how arts integration, professional development, and cross-curricular work enhances 
collaboration, self-confidence, efficacy, and leadership among the teachers and students. The 
study also concluded that scholastic growth when learning from a multiple-intelligence lens taps 
into diverse learning for both student and educators. This study's findings answered my first and 
second research questions on how the arts enhance interdisciplinary and professional 
development in educators. The study results also responded to the ways of which arts education 
provides students with diverse forms of learning, thinking, and feeling. 
Students’ Strengths Through the Arts and Learning 
 One of the many themes woven through the beautiful stories of my participants that 
transpired was student strengths come from exposure to the arts. Their stories highlighted how 
the arts impacted them socially, emotionally, academically, and creatively. For instance, Allison 
shared the arts provided her students with an outlet to express themselves, which led to self-
confidence and higher self-esteem. She also mentions the arts allow students to explore talents 
they did not know they had. Judith has seen both through her performing arts center and outreach 
program how students thrive holistically when being exposed to a more creative way of thinking 
and feeling. She has seen students struggle academically in certain classes, but came alive on 
stage during a dance performance. Roxanne and Rhonda shared during her story how much her 
students thrived in the classroom after being exposed to arts education. In Rhonda’s school in 
particular, students must maintain a high-grade point average in order to participate in the visual 
and performing arts activities and programs. These findings connect to the studies done by 
Bloom (2013) and Brouillette (2010) that revealed exposing students to arts education enhances 
academic achievement through a creative lens and inspires them to open up to diverse avenues of 
talents, abilities, and learning. The findings in this study answered my second research question 
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on how exposure to arts education enhances academic achievement and allows students to 
discover their abilities through a diverse learning lens. 
Arts for Social Justice 
The findings of this study highlighted arts education and its connection to social justice. 
The beautiful stories of the favorable 14 showed how the arts can serve as a catalyst for social 
justice in their school communities. Each participant has a strong commitment to diversity, 
equity, inclusion, and belonging. Their experiences demonstrate when inclusivity and equity are 
at the forefront of learning, the outcome is every scholar will receive the education they need and 
deserve. Arts education offers students the opportunity to learn about diverse perspectives, 
cultures, and experiences different from their own. If school leaders and educators want to help 
scholars reach their greatest potential, the arts which connects to the human connection must be 
at the center of the school community. The findings of this study align to the studies done by 
Boske et al. (2017) and Reed and Swaminathan (2016) that asserted the importance addressing 
the disparities that often affect students in urban schools. Their studies actively engage in the 
importance arts education plays in promoting social justice and inclusive learning. 
Allison believes as leaders and educators, we should be doing everything in our power to 
provide students with an equitable education. If not, how have we evolved from Brown versus 
the Board of Education? She also reiterates the students who attend schools in urban school 
districts should receive the same education as the students in suburban school systems. Susan 
spoke affectionately about how her students often used arts education as a platform to express 
their feelings through social action. Charles and Roxanne shared in their narratives the inequity 
of resources when it comes to arts education. This ultimately led to them to become advocates 
that would serve as a driving force for change. The reoccurring theme of social justice is 
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connected to the studies done by both Tutt (2014) and Dunstan (2014) that examined how school 
advocates served as a catalyst for equitable change. The end result led to the school communities 
being able to effectively provide an inclusive learning community with robust school resources. 
The findings in my participants’ narrative stories answered all three research questions on the 
different pathways, successes, and challenges each participant encountered through their 
advocacy efforts with arts education. Each participant spoke to the equity the arts provide to the 
learning experience. They all agreed exposing students to arts education provides students with 
an equitable learning opportunity and also allows students a platform to express their personal 
stories and experiences through social action. The common theme of diversity, equity, inclusion, 
and belonging was shared throughout each participant’s narratives. Every participant mentioned 
the need for their students learning community to be inclusive and equitable in meeting each 
child’s learning ability and serving as an outlet for them to express themselves. 
Successes of Advocacy 
One reoccurring theme that came up as a result of data analysis was being able to speak 
the language of school leaders and educators when advocating for the arts. For instance, Judith 
“The Language Whisperer,” communicated the importance of having a clear vision as an 
advocate. Judith shared it is important that advocates understand and effectively communicate 
their mission and efforts within the community they are serving. When Laura first started 
teaching, she learned to speak the language of the educators and school administration. She 
found it was easier for her to execute arts initiatives and programming when she was able to 
make cross-curricular connections across the content areas.  
Rhonda communicated the most successful advocates are the ones involved in the 
community they are serving. Shreya also relayed the importance of advocates being truthful and 
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present in their school communities. She has witnessed that successful advocates have the ability 
to communicate the value of arts education and gain allies. Shreya learned that once you gain a 
substantial amount of support in your school community, you are able to invite members of the 
community to join your advocacy efforts. Susan similarly expressed the essential value of an 
advocate being able to get to know the community they are serving by practicing flexibility, 
patience, and empathy. She also mentions the critical importance of being able to problem solve 
and commit to being life-long learners. Successful advocates are always learning and honing 
their craft. Developing partnerships both inside the community and outside the community is key 
to being successful as an advocate.  
 Each participant encourages aspiring advocates to get involved in the community they are 
interested in supporting. They each communicate the importance of advocacy for those who are 
called to support their communities. Allison communicated there is always strength in numbers, 
so the more supporters out there fighting for arts education, the stronger the mission of advocacy 
will be. Bill said the essential key to becoming an advocate is to start by first defining what 
advocacy mean to you. Some aspiring advocates may realize they are already advocates 
supporting their communities. Roxanne inspires advocates to not to give up on their aspirations. 
Misty stresses the importance of leading your advocacy efforts with passion and love. She 
believes your heart will guide you in the direction you are meant to go.  
 The favorable 14 were all successful in leading their advocacy efforts. The many 
successes include: (a) implementing districtwide programming, curriculum, and instruction; (b) 
establishing arts education as a vehicle for college and profession preparedness; (c) obtaining 
funding through grants and scholarships; (d) starting residencies and outreach programs; and (e) 
gaining support from their school communities. Every participant attested to the importance of 
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utilizing data to drive advocacy efforts. Each participant-led with their hearts and saw their 
advocacy efforts as a life-long calling that was bigger than themselves. My study's findings 
answered the first research question of how school leaders and community partners support their 
schools by utilizing data to drive advocacy initiatives with arts education. 
Implications for Practice 
As I conclude this study, based on the six major themes and 21 subthemes that emerged 
from qualitative data analysis, I have identified several suggestions from which components of 
this study can be put into practice for arts advocates, community partners, school administrators, 
and educators. 
Research Successful Arts Education Programs 
Every participant shared the importance of researching successful arts education 
programs. Learning firsthand the arts education programs that have been successful helps 
advocates effectively implement programs in their school communities. Craig shared some 
words of wisdom: 
To become an arts advocate, learn more, do more, go out and see what other schools are 
doing. Reach out to people that are in arts education community in this area. Our 
community is rich with people that are involved in arts education. There’s a lot of 
opportunity to bring people into the schools. There are also national groups that are 
powerful and great resources for artists to use that are tailored to arts in education. There 
are so many resources out there. I think pick two or three, really dig into them, see what 
you can get from them, and then just do it. Just apply it, and don’t worry about whether 
it’s right or wrong. Just do the best you can in that moment, and then learn from that and 
do it again. 
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Utilizing best practices takes away the guessing on how to create, retain, and sustain art 
programming and initiatives. 
Develop Partnerships/Relationships in the Community 
The favorable 14 all mentioned advocacy is not done alone. Successful advocates must 
learn about the community they are serving. Developing partnerships and relationships is 
essential for serving and supporting arts education programs. It takes a village of people working 
together and utilizing all available resources within the community to implement and secure arts 
education long-term. Local outreach programs and residences were beneficial to the participants 
in my study. Some of the participants such as Judith, Kim, Susan, Laura, Craig, Bill, and Charles 
utilized local programs that enhanced the learning experience for their students. Judith and Kim’s 
outreach programs have a successful track record of exposing students to arts education. Urban 
school districts across Northern New Jersey have partnered with both outreach programs in order 
to provide their students with a quality and well-rounded education. 
Utilize Data as a Resource to Support Advocacy 
My participants communicated the important role data have on arts advocacy. Each of 
them used data to implement arts education programs and to sustain them long-term. Utilizing 
data also provided them with information to develop their programs to meet the needs of the 
diverse learners in their community. Data helped them identify best practices as well as areas that 
needed additional growth and support. Furthermore, research has confirmed the positive impact 
data have on evaluating and assessing the need for the arts in schools. 
Become Familiar With Grants and Scholarships to Fund Arts Programs 
Many of my participants had substantial experience with grant writing. Judith, Kim, and 
Susan give credit to utilizing grant organizations such as the Turrell Fund, Vitoria Foundation, 
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The National Endowment for the Arts, and the New Jersey State Council on the Arts. Judith 
shared it costs a lot of money to apply for grants; however, it is essential for arts advocates to be 
knowledgeable in this area. Obtaining knowledge on applying for grants will help advocates gain 
a better understanding of creative and innovative ways to secure funding for their schools. 
These suggestions are meant to help guide current advocates and aspiring advocates who 
are looking for ways to implement, retain, and sustain effective arts programming in their 
respective districts and schools. This is a small, yet impactful way art supporters can expose and 
provide their school communities with a quality and equitable arts program the students need and 
deserve.  
Recommendations for Future Research 
 There are many possibilities for future research regarding advocacy for arts education. 
Researchers can use the gaps in the data and literature to utilize a variety of relevant questions 
and methodology designs. Additional data collection on advocacy in urban schools may help to 
reveal successes and challenges that advocates, school leaders, community partners, and 
educators face when trying to implement and sustain arts education programs. This study 
concentrated on three school districts in Northern New Jersey. However, researching other urban 
districts across the United States would provide invaluable data which could indicate whether or 
not other areas are experiencing similar successes and trials.  
Utilizing a mixed method study that incorporates both quantitative and qualitative 
analysis would be valuable for future research. The quantitative data collected could examine 
both the effectiveness of arts education programs in the school districts as well as student growth 
after being exposed to arts education. Qualitative research would continue to provide quality data 
through stories and lived experiences. 
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Final Reflections 
The findings of this study provide valuable insights into the successes and challenges the 
favorable 14 encountered as arts advocates in urban schools. Their beautiful and heartfelt 
narratives of determination, perseverance, and unwavering commitment to advocating for arts 
education will stay close to my heart forever. This study provided the successes as well as the 
trials and tribulations my participants encountered when implementing arts programming in their 
school communities. This study provided firsthand insight into the intimate stories of each 
participant and lived experiences of their advocacy journey. In addition to filling a gap in the 
body of research, this study provides thorough recommendations on how advocates can 
implement, sustain, and retain arts education programs in their schools and districts. 
Additionally, I strongly believe the quality analysis that resulted in six major themes and 21 
subthemes provides substantial evidence and in-depth information that can serve as a catalyst for 
change in future research. 
As a researcher, advocate, educator, and artist, I found myself relating to the beautiful 
narratives shared by the favorable 14. However, even though I could never deny my own 
experiences as an unwavering advocate and artist, I remained committed to conducting this study 
with no assumptions or preconceived notions.  
To sum up this life-changing and unforgettable journey into five words: All. Students. 
Deserve. Arts Education. As I conclude this study, I know the journey of arts education is far 
from over. Advocates are trailblazers in their communities. Their grit and dedication to serving 
their communities has not gone unnoticed. Supporting arts education has come a long way, 
however, there is still a lot of work to be done. It is up to all advocates, school leaders, educators, 
and community partners to come together in unity to make sure every child receives exposure to 
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arts education no matter what zip code they reside in. Children deserve to receive a well-rounded 
education that includes arts education. We owe it to our children to give them an education they 
need and deserve. Barack Obama (2016) stated: “If you try to suppress the arts, then you’re 
suppressing the deepest dreams and aspirations of a people.” I am ready to continue my life-long 
calling to advocacy. Are you? After all, our students are worth fighting for. 
  
220 
 
References 
Agofure, J. (2016). Puppet-performed show into theatre-in-education and the child development: 
A theoretical overview. Franklin Business & Law Journal, 2016(3), 128–145. 
https://doi.org/10.21831/jpe.v8i2.33831 
Bloom, R. (2013). Participation of teachers in Professional Learning Communities to improve 
the education of included students in eighth grade social studies. St. John's University 
(New York), School of Education and Human Services. 
Bobick, B., & DiCindio, C. (2012). Advocacy for art education: Beyond tee-shirts and bumper 
stickers. Art Education, 65(2), 20–23. https://doi.org/10.1080/00043125.2012.11519164  
Bogdan, R. C., & Biklen, S. K. (2011). Qualitative research for education: An introduction to 
theory and methods (5th ed.). Sage. 
Boje, D. M. (2002). Narrative inquiry: Experience and story in qualitative research. Human 
Relations, 55(6), 734–740. 
https://search.proquest.com/openview/b9c16a3721d91f841e25ba81d83389a5/1?pq-
origsite=gscholar&cbl=41702 
Boske, C., Collins, L., Smith, H., Motoni, B., Tate, J., Jackson, L., & Vickers, S. (2017). 
Sensemaking as artmaking to promote social justice-oriented work in schools. National 
Forum of Educational Administration and Supervision Journal, 35(3-4), 246–262. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-14625-2_71  
Branscome, E. E., & Robinson, E. D. (2017). Lost in translation: Bloom's taxonomy and Webb's 
depth of knowledge applied to music standards. Visions of Research in Music Education, 
30(1), 1-19. https://doi.org/10.3200/aepr.107.2.13-20 
221 
 
Brouillette, L. (2010). How the arts help children to create healthy social scripts: Exploring the 
perceptions of elementary teachers. Arts Education Policy Review, 111(1), 16–24. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10632910903228116  
Charmaz, K. (2006). Constructing grounded theory: A practical guide through qualitative 
analysis. Sage. 
Clandinin, J. D., & Connelly, M. F. (2000). Narrative inquiry. Jossey-Bass. 
Creswell, J. W. (2012). Educational research: Planning, conducting, and evaluating quantitative 
and qualitative research (4th ed.). Sage. 
Dalton, J. E., & Hrenko, K. A. (2016). Caring as a transformative model for arts integration. 
Curriculum and Teaching Dialogue, 18(1-2), S89–S89. 
https://www.academia.edu/30901092/Caring_As_a_Transformative_Model_For_Arts_Int
egration 
Dennis, D. V. (2017). Learning from the past: What ESSA has the chance to get right. Reading 
Teacher, 70(4), 395–400. https://doi.org/10.1002/trtr.1538  
Dewey, J. (1916). Democracy and education: An introduction to the philosophy of education. 
Mcmillan. 
Dewey, J. (1934). Art as experience. Penguin. 
Dunstan, L. D. (2014). Sustaining arts programs in public education: a case study examining 
how leadership and funding decisions support and sustain the visual and performing arts 
program at a public high school in California (Publication No. 3628155) [Doctoral 
dissertation, University of Southern California]. ProQuest Dissertation and Theses 
Global.  
Eisner, E. W. (1996). Cognition and curriculum reconsidered. Sage. 
222 
 
Eisner, E. W. (1999). Getting down to basics in arts education. Journal of Aesthetic Education, 
33(4), 145–159. https://doi.org/10.2307/3333726  
Eisner, E. W. (2001). Should we create new aims for art education? Art Education, 54(5), 6–10. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/3193929  
Eisner, E. W. (2009). What education can learn from the arts. Art Education, 62(2), 6–9. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00043125.2009.11519006  
Erickson, M., & Young, B. (1996). Art Advocacy: What every educator should (but maybe 
doesn’t) know. School Arts, 96(1), 40–42. http://mu4240morgan.weebly.com/paper.html 
Fernandez-Gaztambide, R., Nicholls, R., & Matute-Arraiz, A. (2016). For what purpose the arts? 
An analysis of the mission statements of urban arts high schools in Canada and the 
United States. Arts Education Policy Review, 117(1), 29–42. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10632913.2014.966287  
Goldfarb, R. (1979). The art and politics of art advocacy. Art Education, 32(5), 22-23. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/3192357  
Goodman, J. (2018). An exploration of arts advocates’ use of experimentally designed arts 
program research. Journal of Arts Management, Law, and Society, 48(4), 243-258. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10632921.2018.1494067 
Greene, M. (1978). Landscapes of learning. Teachers College Press. 
Greene, M. (1995). Releasing the imagination: Essays on education, the arts, and social change. 
Jossey-Bass. 
Greene, M. (2001). Variations on a blue guitar: The Lincoln Center Institute lectures on 
aesthetic education. Teachers College Press. 
223 
 
Hartle, L., Pinciotti, P., & Gorton, L. R. (2015). Artsin: Arts integration and infusion framework. 
Early Childhood Education Journal, 43(4), 289–298. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-
014-0636-7 
Hodsoll. F. (1985). Thoughts on arts education. Studies in Art Education, 26(4), 247–252. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/1320849  
Ingraham, N., & Nuttall, S. (2016). The story of an arts integration school on English-language-
learner development: A qualitative study of collaboration, integrity, and confidence. 
International Journal of Education and the Arts, 17(28), 1–18. 
https://www.ijea.org/v17n28/ 
Janesick, V. J. (2016). Stretching exercises for qualitative researchers (4th ed.). Sage. 
Kos Jr., P. R. (2018). Music education and the well-rounded education provision of every student 
succeeds act: A critical policy analysis. Arts Education Policy Review, 119(4), 204–216. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10632913.2017.1327383 
Kraehe, A., Acuff, J., & Travis, S. (2016). Equity, the arts, and urban education: A review. 
Urban Review, 48, 220–244. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11256-016-0352-2 
Kraehe, A. M., Hood, E. J., & Travis, S. (2015). I’m so offended! Curriculum flashpoints and 
critical arts education. International Journal of Education & the Arts, 16(18), 1–28. 
http://www.ijea.org/v16n18/ 
Lackey, L., & Huxhold, D. (2016). Arts integration as school reform: exploring how teachers 
experience policy. Arts Education Policy Review, 117(4), 211–222. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10632913.2016.1213120  
Lavrakas, P. J. (2008). Encyclopedia of survey research methods. Sage. 
224 
 
Leech, D., & Fulton, C. R. (2008). Faculty perceptions of shared decision making and the 
principal's leadership behaviors in secondary schools in a large urban district. Education-
Indianapolis Then Chula Vista-, 128(4), 630–644. 
https://www.redorbit.com/news/education/1459747/faculty_perceptions_of_shared_decis
ion_making_and_the_principals_leadership/ 
Ludwig, J., M., Boyle, A., & Lindsay, L. (2017). Review of evidence: arts integration research 
through the lens of Every Student Succeeds Act. ESSA Arts Integration Evidence Review, 
1-89. https://www.artsednj.org/wp-content/uploads/Review-of-Evidence_Arts-
Integration-Through-Lens-of-ESSA.pdf 
May, L., & Brenner, B. (2016). The role of the arts in school reform. Arts Education Policy 
Review, 117(4), 223–229. https://doi.org/10.1080/10632913.2016.1213121 
Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded sourcebook. 
Sage. 
Orr, K., & Bennett, M. (2017). Relational leadership, storytelling, and narratives: Practices of 
local government chief executives. Public Administration Review, 77(4), 515–527. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/puar.12680 
Rademaker, L. L. (2007). An arts advocacy group performs community arts education: 
community development with implications for K-12 arts education policymaking. Arts 
Education Policy Review, 10(3), 25–33. https://doi.org/10.3200/aepr.108.3.25-34  
Ramos, C., & Baugher, D. (2013). The impact of the great recession of 2007 to 2009 on funding 
and staffing for arts education in New York City. ASBBS e Journal, 9(1), 82–89. 
http://asbbs.org/files/ASBBS2013V1/PDF/R/Ramos_Baugher(P651-663).pdf 
225 
 
Reed, L. C., & Swaminathan, R. (2016). An urban school leader’s approach to school 
improvement: Toward contextually responsive leadership. Urban Education, 51(9), 
1096–1125. https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085914553675 
Riessman, C. K. (2008). Narrative methods for the human sciences. Sage. 
Sabol, F. R. (2013). Seismic in the education landscape: What do they mean for arts education 
and arts education policy? Arts Education Policy Review, 114, 33–45. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10632913.2013.744250  
Saldaña, J. (2013). The coding manual for qualitative researchers (2nd ed.). Sage. 
Saldaña, J., & Omasta, M. (2016). Qualitative research: Analyzing life. Sage. 
Sampson, C., & Horsford, D. S. (2017). Putting the public back in public education: community 
advocacy and education leadership under every student succeeds act. Journal of School 
Leadership, 27(5), 725–749. https://doi.org/10.1177/105268461702700506  
Saultz, A., White, S. R., Mceachin, A., Fusarelli, D. L., & Fusarelli, C. B. (2017). Teacher 
quality, distribution, and equity in ESSA. Journal of School Leadership, 27(5), 652–668. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/105268461702700503  
Scott, L., Harper, S., & Boggan, M. (2012). Promotion of arts integration to build social and 
academic development. National Teacher Education Journal, 5(2), 83–88. https://aems-
edu.org/wpcontent/uploads/Promotion_of_Arts_Integration_to_Build_Social_and_Acade
mic_Development.pdf 
Shaw, D. R. (2018). The vulnerability of urban elementary school arts programs: A case study. 
Journal of Research in Music Education, 65(4), 393–415. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022429417739855 
226 
 
Spohn, C. (2008). Teacher perspectives on No Child Left Behind and arts education: A case 
study. Arts Education Policy Review, 109(4), 3–12. https://doi.org/10.3200/aepr.109.4.3-
12  
Thomas, A. B. (2017). Language policy, language ideology, and visual art education for 
emergent bilingual students. Arts Education Policy Review, 118(4), 228–239. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10632913.2017.1287802  
Tutt, K. (2014). U.S. arts education requirements. Arts Education Policy Review, 115, 93–97. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10632913.2014.914394  
Ulysse, B. K., & Lukenchuk, A. (2013). Chapter One: Presaging educational inquiry: Historical 
development of philosophical ideas, traditions, and perspectives. Counterpoints, 436, 3–
30. https://www.jstor.org/stable/42981908 
Wexler, A. (2014a). Reaching higher? The impact of the common core state standards on the 
visual arts, poverty, and disabilities. Arts Education Policy Review, 115(2), 52–61. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10632913.2014.883897  
Wexler, A. (2014b). The common core "state" standards: the arts and education reform. Studies 
in Art Education: A Journal of Issues and Research in Art Education, 55(2), 172–176. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00393541.2014.11518926  
Williams, E. S. (2013). Attitudinal factors of teachers regarding arts integration. Dissertations. 
219. http://aquila.usm.edu/dissertations/219. 
Zhao, G. (2014). Art as alterity in education. Educational Theory, 64(3), 245–259. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/edth.12060  
  
227 
 
Appendix A: Interview Guide 
1. Please tell me how you developed an interest in arts education. 
2. How and why did you become an advocate for arts education?  
3. What does it mean to you to be an arts education advocate? 
4. What does it take to advocate for arts education in your position?  
5. What are the essential characteristics and attributes of an effective leader who advocates 
for arts? 
6. Have you ever experienced challenges in terms of advocating for arts education and 
implementing arts education programs in your district? If so, what were/are they?  
7. Given the high states testing and decreased funding, how do you make decisions with 
regard to arts education? 
8. Why do you think it is important to advocate for arts education during an era of high-
stakes testing and decreased funding? 
9. What is the best way to persuade school officials and community members that the arts 
should have a significant place in K-12 education? 
10. Speaking of desires and aspirations around arts education advocacy: What keeps you 
awake at night, if anything? 
11. What can you define as your strengths in terms of being an arts advocate? Please 
provide examples. 
12. Has your view of arts education changed since you have been in this position? If so, then 
how and why? 
13. How do you define yourself as a leader? 
14. When you think about your own path to leadership, how relevant, if at all, has your 
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outlook on arts education advocacy evolved? 
15. Why should we advocate for the beneficial outcomes that arts education has on student 
learning? Or would you frame this argument in another way entirely? 
16. What are your thoughts about blending arts educations with academic core subjects? 
17. What do you make of the arts integration movement that has emerged as a principal 
strategy for K-12 arts educators? 
18. Are you particularly positive about any current trends in arts education, or any states or 
districts that are making substantial progress? 
19. Have you ever experienced the necessity to assert yourself as an arts advocate in urban 
schools, what have been your attitudes and/or strategies to do so?  
20. What value do you think an education in the arts (dance, drama/theatre, music, visual 
art, media arts) provides students in the 21st Century? 
21. Should school districts receive specific state funding (through a separate formula) to 
support arts education K-12? 
22. What would you like to say to school leaders and community members that are aspiring 
to become arts advocates? 
23. Through your commitment to arts advocacy, will you support a way to measure and rank 
the creative/innovative learning opportunities that schools/districts offer students? 
24. Is there anything that might have been omitted from your story that you would like to 
share with me? 
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Appendix B: Consent Form 
Dear prospective participant, 
 
As a doctoral student in Higher Education and Organizational Leadership at Abilene 
Christian University, I would like to invite you to participate in the study, Urban School Leaders 
and Community Partners in Support of Arts Education: A Narrative Study. 
 
The purpose of this study is to understand the experiences of school leaders and 
community partners with arts education in three K-12 urban public schools in Northern New 
Jersey that have implemented and sustained arts education programs.  
 
Research questions that guide this study are: 
 
1. What are the pathways of urban school leaders and community partners to their support 
for arts education in K-12 public schools in Northern New Jersey? 
2. What are the challenges, if any, they face when implementing arts education programs in 
K-12 public schools in Northern New Jersey? 
3. What are the successes, if any, they have when implementing arts education programs in 
K-12 public schools in Northern New Jersey?  
 
You are invited to participate in a semi-structured qualitative interview that may last 
approximately 90 min. You will be asked to share your journey with arts advocacy and how it 
has shaped your experiences and school community. The driving force behind the topics of 
discussion include education, life experiences, motivations, challenges, strategies, epiphanies, 
and leadership qualities, among a few others.  
 
Your participation in this study is strictly voluntary and you can withdraw from it at any time 
with no consequence to you. The study does not have any known or potential risks. Follow-up 
interviews may be requested depending on the research needs and purposes. The interview will 
be audio-recorded. It can be also video-recorded only with your consent. The interview will be 
transcribed verbatim. The transcript of the interview will be submitted to you for verification of 
accuracy. 
 
To ensure full confidentiality, the interview transcripts and all files and data pertaining to 
your participation in this study will be stored in a locked file cabinet for seven years and 
destroyed afterwards if no longer needed. All computer files for the study will be kept on a 
protected server. I will also maintain a copy of the data on a two-step authentication computer 
which also includes thumbprint identification. The interview will be given an identification code 
and pseudonym will be assigned to you to keep your name and personal information fully 
confidential. Excerpts from the interview transcript can be included in the dissertation report or 
future publications. Nonetheless, under no circumstances will your name or any identifier appear 
in these writings. In the future, if biographical information were needed for a publication, an 
additional release form would be sent to you for review. 
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This study is being conducted in part to fulfill my doctoral requirements for the EdD program 
at Abilene Christian University. It is approved by the ACU IRRB.  
 
I would be extremely appreciative if you would sign this form on the line listed below to 
show that you have read and agreed to the contents of the study. 
 
You will be given a copy of this signed consent. Please confirm with your signatures below 
your agreement to participate in this study and to record the interview. 
 
Thank you. 
 
I consent to participate in this study. 
_____________________________  
[Signature] 
 
Date: ______________________________ 
 
 
I give my permission to video-tape this interview. 
_____________________________  
[Signature] 
 
Date: _____________________________ 
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